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To
Jessie Ball & Mary Carpenter

It was my wish to give joy to two dear friends by dedicating this book to them, but the Lord, who ever has greater joys
in mind than we can bestow, took Jessie Ball to be with himself on 28 May 1983.



General preface

THE BIBLE SPEAKS TODAY describes three series of expositions, based on the books of the Old and New Testaments, 
and on Bible themes that run through the whole of Scripture. Each series is characterized by a threefold ideal:

to expound the biblical text with accuracy
to relate it to contemporary life, and
to be readable.

These books are, therefore, not ‘commentaries’, for the commentary seeks rather to elucidate the text than to apply it, and
tends to be a work rather of reference than of literature. Nor, on the other hand, do they contain the kinds of ‘sermons’ 
that attempt to be contemporary and readable without taking Scripture seriously enough. The contributors to The Bible 
Speaks Today series are all united in their convictions that God still speaks through what he has spoken, and that nothing is 
more necessary for the life, health and growth of Christians than that they should hear what the Spirit is saying to them 
through his ancient—yet ever modern—Word.

ALEC MOTYER
JOHN STOTT
DEREK TIDBALL
Series editors



Author’s preface

In 1966 the Inter-Varsity Fellowship published my book, The Richness of Christ, Studies in the Letter to the Philippians.
Fifteen years later the Inter-Varsity Press and the New Testament Editor of the series The Bible Speaks Today gave me
one of life’s rare second chances. The present book is the result.

Little remains of the 1966 edition: everything has been revised, most has been re-written and much new material has
been added. In all this I cannot be too grateful to Mr Stott for his ever-helpful criticisms and his promptings to explore the
text in directions I would not otherwise have noticed; to Miss Jo Bramwell of the Inter-Varsity Press whose careful and
detailed work gives to the book such qualities of clarity and readability as it possesses; and to the Revd. Frank Entwistle,
Publishing Director of the Press, whose characteristic blend of patience and pressure has been just what I needed. These
have been true friends to me and have made me aware how good is the fellowship of those who love our Lord.

If this is the result of working at the nuts and bolts of producing a book on Philippians, how much more ought it to be the
result of studying it! I have been learning over again at how many points Philippians addresses today’s church. I can say
without exaggeration that I long for its teaching about the unity of the church and about the ministry of the church to be
heard and heeded. In these areas we have, for far too long, been asking wrong questions and following misleading trails:
we need Philippians to challenge, correct and guide. Yet these things (and others which could be mentioned) are only by
products: calls to unity, teaching about ministry—what are these unless we get back to knowing him, our Lord Jesus,
understanding who and what he is, and making him all our joy?

ALEC MOTYER
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Introduction: Paul and Philippi

Philippians is a joyful letter, but its undercurrent is a sober realization that time is running out. Paul himself was facing a
possible death sentence; the church was tensed up, ready for the assault of a menacing world and for the insidious
encroachment of false doctrine. Above all, God’s clock was turning relentlessly to the hour which would be both End and
Climax.

If these things were so when Paul wrote, not only has the passage of the years brought the end measurably closer, but
the distinctive facts and pressures of the late twentieth century bring home the message of Philippians in a very pointed
way. The brevity of human life, the sad spectacle of a church in massive retreat before the world and crumbling in its
denominational castles—these things combine to prompt questions in us. What objectives should control the rest of my
life? What is the real nature of the church? What is the faith of the church and how can we maintain it steadfastly and
untarnished in a day of threat and of doctrinal confusion? And what does our Lord promise to us? What will we find him
to be in the hour of need? How can we enjoy his benefits, and will we find them sufficient? This most gracious and
unassuming of Paul’s letters is a tract for our times.

Full of the knowledge of his will

Everything worked to bring Paul to Philippi with a clear sense that he was right at the centre of God’s will.
His second missionary journey got off to a very unpromising start, and eventually seemed to run out of steam. 1  These

are the facts, and it would be risky to venture far towards filling in what the Bible leaves unsaid. Nevertheless there is a
marked contrast between, on the one hand, the Holy Spirit’s direction and the church’s unanimity out of which the first
journey was born, 2  and, on the other hand, the later absence of reference to the guidance of God, the heart-breaking
dislocation of the great partnership of Paul and Barnabas, and the somehow cool-sounding commendation of the
brethren. 3 

Paul was later to write to the Philippians about how necessary it is to take a united stand in the truth and work of the
gospel. 4  Was he thinking ruefully of what might have been accomplished if only he and Barnabas had waited? Had it
come to him belatedly that the Lord of time cannot be glorified by the impetuosity of his servants? In the inception of the
second journey was the work of God done but the will of God missed?

At all events Paul and his company struck north from Syrian Antioch, taking the great main road through the Cilician
Gates into Paul’s own homeland. The indefatigable evangelism of the apostolic church reveals itself in that there are
churches to be strengthened 5  where no record has been preserved of how they were founded or who founded them.
The vigour of the churches Paul himself founded at Antioch, Lystra and Derbe 6  is seen in that now he must travel ‘from
town to town’ to pass on the decisions of the Council of Jerusalem. 7  What volumes it speaks for Paul himself that
apparently without hesitation he returns yet again 8  to Lystra, the scene of his own cruel sufferings! 9 

But now Paul’s company enters the doldrums. Acts 16:6–8 is unique in the New Testament, and would indeed be a
classic within any literature, in conveying the sense of running one’s head into a stone wall:

And they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word
in Asia. And when they had come opposite Mysia, they attempted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus did not
allow them; so, passing by Mysia, they went down to Troas.



Galatia occupied the central area of what we now know as Turkey; the district of Phrygia lay to the west of Galatia,
Mysia to the north of Phrygia, and Bithynia, along the coast of the Black Sea, completed the square within which every
road seemed blocked by an incessant ‘No’ from heaven until finally they turn west, stopping nowhere in Mysia till they
reach the coast at Troas on the north-west Mediterranean tip of Turkey.

There is so much in all this that we wish we had been told. But this passage that is so full of the reality of the guidance
of God (albeit negative guidance) tells us nothing of the means whereby God made his will so plain. We only know that
the impasse was resolved at Troas. 10  Paul received a vision. His cautious reaction contrasts strongly with his
assertiveness at the outset of the journey: 11  he submits the vision to the consideration of the fellowship and takes no
action until they are unanimous. The vision was Paul’s alone; the decision and the consequent preaching ministry belonged
to them all. 12 

From now on everything is marked by the prospering of God and the patience of man. The shipping-lanes from Troas
ran north, hugging the coast, bypassing the entrance to the Bosphorus, slipping between the mainland and the offshore
island of Samothrace. 13  Thus, after two days at sea, the apostolic party arrived at the Macedonian seaport of Neapolis,
but (presumably with a sense of divine permission to do so) pressed on to the more important Philippi. The assault of the
gospel of Christ upon the power, culture and corruption of Greek civilization had begun in earnest. Yet it began without a
sounding of trumpets. The party ‘stayed several days’, making no move until the sabbath had come.

Philippi

The honour of being the provincial capital belonged to Thessalonica, but Philippi had its own importance both past and
present. It took its name from the father of Alexander the Great, Philip of Macedon, who captured the city from the
Thracians in 360 BC. More recently it had been the scene of the decisive battle in which armies loyal to the murdered
Julius Caesar, fighting under the joint command of Octavian (later the emperor Augustus) and Mark Antony, defeated the
rebel forces of Brutus and Cassius. It was to honour this event that the dignity of being a ‘colony’ was conferred on the
now-enlarged city. 14 

As a ‘colony’ Philippi was in fact ‘Rome in miniature’. 15  In conferring the ius Italicum Augustus gave Philippi a
privilege ‘by which the whole legal position of the colonists in respect of ownership, transfer of land, payment of taxes,
local administration and law, became the same as if they were on Italian soil’. 16  As Roman citizens they enjoyed
freedom from scourging and arrest and the right of appeal to Caesar. 17  The coins of Philippi bore Latin inscriptions.

Paul’s first European church

Thus a city with a famous past and a privileged and proud present was about to hear the good news of a status conferred
not by man but by God, 18  proclaimed by a man who had come to see all human and inherited dignities as so much



rubbish in contrast with the surpassing worth of knowing the Lord Jesus Christ. 19 
The founding of the church at Philippi offers a paradigm for every such exercise. The key factors on the human side

were prayer, preaching, concern for the individual and sacrificial commitment to the work of God. The church was quite
literally born in the place of prayer, 20  which, following the initial visit, apparently became the daily focal point of the
mission. The message preached was the unchanging apostolic theme of salvation through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 21
The words of the demon-possessed girl who followed Paul, ‘These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim
to you the way of salvation’, indicate that the theme was prominent beyond dispute. In the light of this, we must understand
the jailor’s question to mean not ‘How can I be saved from being called in question for what has happened in the jail
tonight?’ but, ‘How can I come to enjoy that salvation which has been your theme since you arrived?’

As well as the jailor and Lydia, there were others who came to know Jesus as Saviour at this time, for Acts 16:40 can
speak of ‘the brethren’. But these two particular people illustrate the apostolic objective to found the church by bringing
individuals to personal commitment to Christ as Saviour. Paul and Silas were to begin in a small way with a few women
gathering at a prayer-place outside the town. But it would seem that in such work the Lord who is proclaimed rarely fails
to test his agents to see whether they themselves are wholly committed. Paul and Silas, with their bodies cramped in the
stocks, and lying, doubtless, on their lacerated backs, gave the jailor a glorious reply in their midnight worship. 22 

Church-founding, however, is also the work of God. We see that at Philippi God gave spiritual illumination, 23 
confirmed the gospel in works of power, 24  and so ordered circumstances that, along avenues which human logic cannot
trace, he brings his servants to where someone is waiting to hear the saving word. 25  Thus he shows himself to be
sovereign over the human heart. How beautifully Luke describes Lydia’s experience! 26  Did he observe the dawning
comprehension in Lydia’s face, as if, mysteriously and wonderfully, an inner lamp had suddenly been switched on?

But the Lord is sovereign also in spiritual warfare. Why was Paul ‘troubled’ by the demon-possessed girl’s cry? 27 
Maybe it was simply because publicity from such a quarter was no advantage to the gospel. More likely, it was because
she spoke of the apostle’s message as (literally) ‘a way of salvation’. The uniqueness and exclusiveness of the message of
Christ was compromised. Paul’s decisive action shows that it was incompatible with his understanding of Christ to think of
him as one Saviour among many candidates. The majestic ease with which the sovereign God triumphed over the demon
reveals a heavenly agreement regarding the exclusive claims of Jesus.

As so often, however, the sovereignty of God takes its most seemingly mysterious paths in the ordering of
circumstances. We would see it as reasonable that a saving God should use his power to save, and that the only God will
use his power to show that there is no other; but, granting that he has determined to bring the jailor to himself, why does he
accomplish this by introducing his servants into prison under arrest and under the lash? To this no answer is given: he is
the Lord; he does what seems best to him.

At all events, it was in this way that the gospel of God came to Philippi and created a church. It is surely no wonder that
people in whom Paul saw all the supernatural powers of grace at work, and for whom he had himself given so much,
should be as dear to him as his letter reveals.

The letter to the Philippians

Bible study not infrequently faces us with problems which need almost more of the skill of a detective than the expertise
of a scholar. One such problem is that of the place from which Paul wrote his letter to Philippi. Only one thing is certain:
he wrote from prison (1:13). Of the four known imprisonments which the apostle suffered, that which happened in Philippi
itself can, of course, be ruled out; and his Jerusalem imprisonment 28  was too short to allow for the range of activities
implied in Philippians. This leaves the Caesarean 29  and Roman 30  imprisonments as possible points of origin for the
letter, and to these many New Testament specialists add the possibility of an imprisonment at Ephesus which, though not
recorded in Acts, obviously could have taken place during the period covered by Acts 19.

There are some points in the detailed study of Philippians where our understanding of what Paul is saying would be
affected by knowing where he was when he wrote. For example, the range of experiences covered by ‘what has
happened to me’ (1:12) would be significantly wider if Paul were writing from Rome, simply because a longer time would
have elapsed and the events of his earlier imprisonments and those of his actual journey to Rome would be included. Or,
again, the location exercises its influence on our understanding of the choices Paul mentions in 1:22, for if he were in
Caesarea or Ephesus, then, as a Roman citizen, he could at least prolong his earthly life by an appeal to Caesar, and to this
extent the choice between life and death would lie in his own hands. Nevertheless, for the purposes of the present studies,
and without claiming any ultimate certainty in the matter, Rome will be assumed to be the place of imprisonment referred
to in 1:13. 31 

Wherever it originated, the letter itself is very personal in tone, full of the warmth of a relationship as precious to the
Philippians as to the apostle. It is plainly a product of the heart, 32  but it is also a product of the head. Thanks to the arrival
of Epaphroditus, Paul is up-to-date with news about the church and can address himself to specific needs as they have
been made known to him.

Unity in the church



Apart from Epaphroditus, Paul mentions only two other Philippians by name—the quarrelling women, Euodia and
Syntyche. 33  What a serious thing it was—and even risky—for Paul to call public attention to them! No more serious, he
would doubtless reply, than the need they exemplified and the danger to the church if it went unremedied.

Unity within the fellowship is one of the three major themes which Paul weaves into this lovely letter. As with all his
letters, Philippians begins with an opening benediction. He then, as so often, alludes to his own ministry of prayer,
indicative of both the love and the hopes he has for them. 34  Just as he has heard of them from Epaphroditus, he desires
that they should know how things stand with him; 35  but having disposed of the news-sharing for the moment, he abruptly
plunges into a fresh topic: ‘Only this! Worthily of the gospel of Christ exercise your citizenship … stand firm in one Spirit,
with one mind …’. 36  There is no gradual introduction, no leading up to the theme; but rather an outburst. And it is to this
topic that he returns before rounding off the letter with further personal allusions. 37  Euodia and Syntyche are not an
isolated phenomenon; they are a symptom of a malaise which could prove fatal for the church.

Under attack

The word ‘fatal’ is in no way too strong. Paul, as he unmistakably implies, sees in disunity a sin threatening the heart of the
church, a weapon destroying the church’s effectiveness, and a weakness rendering it impotent against a hostile world.

On the two major occasions when Paul calls the Philippian church to unity (2:2; 4:2) he prefaces his command by
recalling certain facts or truths about the church. In 2:1 38  he reminds them that they are ‘in Christ’, that the Father’s
‘love’ has been poured on them and that, by the Spirit, they have been given the gift of fellowship. It is this trinitarian
work which has made them what they are. To live in disunity rather than in blended harmony is to sin against the work and
person of God. In 4:1, it is surely no accident that Paul twice addresses the Philippians as his ‘beloved’ and once as
‘brethren’. Before he calls the disagreeing parties to resolve their differences he reminds them of their status: they belong
to the same family (‘brethren’) in which the animating spirit is the truest of love (‘beloved … beloved’). In the light of
this, disunity is a deeply abhorrent offence.

Turn now to look through Paul’s prison window at the Roman scene as he watches it. On the one hand his coming and
his behaviour under duress have had an invigorating effect on the church. 39  Confidence in the Lord is abounding and
many more than previously are being drawn into the work of evangelism. But, on the other hand, divisions have begun to
show themselves: there are two parties among the ‘brethren’. 40  Over all alike Paul extends this beautiful, ‘family’ word;
but it serves only to expose—not to conceal—the disunity which ought not to be. What a sad concomitant to their new-
found energy in gospel preaching!

Paul does not share all the details with us and therefore it is safer to raise questions than to make assertions. The single
fact is that new life and new divisions appear side by side in the Roman church. Can we be wide of the mark in asking if
Paul is not here giving an illustration in order to teach a principle? We look back to Paul’s Rome; we look around today’s
church: do we not see over and over again that, when renewal comes, disunity comes? We could think of the founding of
the Brethren movement of the last century, with all its genuine recovery of New Testament structures and practices in
church life, all its bright hopes of a great movement of God—and then a heart-breaking tale of divisions and parties,
whereby much that could have been an upward road ran into the sand. We could think of many churches touched today
by spiritual renewal only to be at once devitalized by splits, parties and secessions. Can there be doubt that disunity is a
primary weapon against the effectiveness of the church?

Returning, however, to the two main passages in which the apostle calls the church to unity (2:2; 4:2), something else is
found in each preceding context: the church under attack from earthly foes. In 1:28 Paul speaks of ‘opponents’ and of the
possibility of the church being ‘frightened’—literally ‘stampeded’. It is in the light of this that he writes his ‘So …’
(literally, ‘therefore’) in 2:1. There is an effective reply to a hostile world—a united church.

It is impressive to find the same train of thought in 4:1, where the word ‘Therefore’ (literally, ‘so then’) links the threat
against the church and the resource whereby the church can meet the threat. This time the threat arises from those whom
Paul calls ‘enemies of the cross of Christ’. 41  Interestingly and importantly their enmity to the cross is not doctrinal but
ethical. For all we know, their mental grasp of what the Lord achieved by his cross was scripturally exact and their
doctrine of the atonement impeccable, but they lived as enemies of the cross—in their behaviour deifying their appetites,
honouring shameful values, concentrating on this world. To Paul this denies the saving efficacy of Christ, the very thing
the church exists to proclaim and the very Person 42  whom the church expectantly awaits. And once more the call for
unity sounds out—to ‘stand firm thus’, i.e. in solid unanimity regarding the meaning of the cross and the sort of life that
conforms to the full salvation which the Lord Jesus accomplished.

The coming great day

In bringing before his readers the foregoing two main themes—the unity of the church and the reality of the attack upon
the church—Paul has allowed a galaxy of Christian truths to come together. By statement or by implication he speaks of
the spiritual warfare in which the unseen foe brings the deadly weapon of disunity to bear on the church, the personal and
corporate battle for moral righteousness of life, the evangelistic task of the church, the work of God (Father, Son and
Holy Spirit) in bringing the church into being, and the central place of Christ as Saviour. All these are brought together in
the third major theme in Philippians, the expected return of our Lord Jesus Christ.



With six references to the Lord’s coming ‘day’, universal exaltation and near personal return, 43  Philippians is in line
with the emphasis of the whole New Testament on the importance of this delightful expectation. It is a day towards which
the Father is working, for nothing else is consonant with his glory than that every creature without exception shall own
Jesus to be Lord. 44  To this end the Father is constantly engaged in the task of making Christian believers ready for the
great day. 45 

It is also a day towards which Christians must work. Since the Lord is at hand, the present duty of each Christian is to live
in his likeness, to make urgent progress in holiness so as to have a harvest of righteousness ready for him, and to long to
bring others to faith so that they may be glad together before his throne. 46  And it is a day on which the Lord Jesus himself
will work. When he manifests his glory, every foe will submit. 47  By his totally effective power he will rid us of the
shackles and debilitations of our humiliating sinfulness and transform us into his own glorious image. 48  All will reach its
intended consummation.

The Lord Jesus Christ

Three themes, then, intertwine to make up the letter to the Philippians. But the uniting factor is not any one of them, nor
even all of them—neither a present situation nor a coming event—but the Person of our Lord Jesus Christ.

He is the fully divine Lord, of one being and equal glory with God, rightful possessor of the divine name, together with
the Father the source of grace and peace and heavenly riches. 49  The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus. 50  To his people
he is the coming One, the Lord of the future; 51  but he is also the Jesus of the past—of the cross, of the experience of
personal faith reposed in him by the sovereign gift and call of God, and of that gift of righteousness which satisfies God’s
requirements. 52  Likewise, he is the present Lord Jesus Christ: he will come as the Transformer, but he is even now
transforming, for he is the source of the present fruit of righteousness which Christians would bring forth to his glory. 53 
He is their joy. 54  In all circumstances he gives confidence and security, for he is Lord of circumstances, and when
proved is found sufficient. 55  They regard him as worthy of all devotion, and will serve him to the end. 56  Their
objective is that he should be seen in them. 57  It is in him they find their present oneness, which they seek to implement by
loving each other as he has loved them and by conforming their emotions to his. 58  He is their message to the world, and
their chief prize when this passing world is done. 59 

This is the richness of Christ; this is the Jesus who is his people’s joy.



1. The Christian defined (1:1–2)

It sounds strange to us that Paul should address his letter not ‘to the Philippians’ but to the saints. The strangeness, of
course, arises from the fact that modern usage would lead us to expect ‘Saint Paul … to the Christians at Philippi’, not
‘Slave Paul … to the saints … at Philippi’. Right through the New Testament, however, ‘saints’ (occurring over sixty
times) is the customary word for ‘Christians’. 1  Many references 2  show that ‘saints’ is used to describe those who
believe in the Lord Jesus Christ in the same way as we today use the word ‘Christians’.

An example will help us to come close to the biblical meaning. In 1 Corinthians 1:2 ‘the church of God which is at
Corinth’ is described as consisting of ‘those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints’. That is to say, the church
belongs to God (‘the church of God’), it is to be found in a given place (‘at Corinth’, or Philippi, or wherever there are
believers) and its members are in the church because they are ‘in Christ’ and are therefore ‘saints by calling’ (as we
might translate the final words of the quotation). As a title, ‘saints’ points in one direction to what Christ has done for
them, 3  and in the other direction to the obligation which now falls upon us to live out the new position God has given to
us. 4 

Now the present verses in Philippians are no less definite. On the surface Paul is opening his letter with a conventional
greeting. But when we penetrate beneath the surface and ask what he is teaching, nothing will better satisfy the verses
than to say that he is defining what a Christian is, and that at the heart of the definition lies this familiar word saints.

1. The Christian’s title

What is meant by calling the Christian a saint? Behind the Greek word, hagios (which does duty both as the noun ‘saint’
and as the adjective ‘holy’)—and indeed behind its Hebrew counterpart, qoḏes—there is the idea of being ‘separate’ or
‘apart’. This immediately makes us ask, ‘Separate from what?’ But the idea the words express is rather that of ‘belonging
to a different order of things’ or ‘living in a different sphere’. ‘Holy’ is therefore the Bible’s special word for describing
God. Indeed the noun ‘holiness’ is the most intimate Bible word for the divine nature. God’s ‘name’—the summary
description of all that he has shown himself to be—is described in the Bible as ‘his holy name’ more often than all other
descriptions (‘his great name’, etc.) put together. In Luke 1:35, the power of the Most High is the Holy Spirit and Son of
God is the holy child.

Central to the whole Bible is Isaiah 6:3, ‘Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts.’ According to the Hebrew use of
repetition, the repeated word ‘holy’ indicated that this describes the total divine nature and that the holiness of God is itself
superlative of its kind. 5  When Isaiah heard this heavenly cry in praise of God’s holiness he fell immediately under deep
conviction of sin. 6  In this way, using the experience of one man, the Bible underlines for us that the holiness of the Lord
is not only something true of his whole nature and something unique in its kind, but also that it is a moral holiness: it is the
moral perfection of his whole being.

And this is the word (and the idea) which is being used to describe the Christian.
It would have been easy for Paul to address his letter to the ‘Philippians’ (as in 4:15), but this would not suit his purpose.

He is not here concerned with what they are by nature and in this world, but with what they are by grace and in the sight
of God. Politically they are Philippians, and no small honour attached to this. But grace has made them partakers of the
divine nature—conferring on them the honour of honours, that the holy God should give them his title and his character
and call them saints.

2. The Christian’s Lord

Paul does not, however, address the Philippians simply as saints, but as saints in Christ Jesus. By itself ‘saint’ might suggest
self-effort resulting in self-improvement, costly effort reaching loftier heights of living. It might, in fact, suggest the
unbiblical meaning given to the word in ecclesiastical and popular use. But in reality the Christian’s position as a ‘saint’
involves a reorientation away from self and towards Christ.

The exclusive place which the Lord Jesus Christ occupies in relation to the Christian has three aspects, which Paul
indicates here by the words in, of and from: a saint in Christ Jesus, a servant of Christ Jesus, and grace and peace from …
the Lord Jesus Christ. We shall take these phrases in turn.

a. The relationship in which the Christian lives
Throughout his letters, Paul uses ‘in Christ’ as a comprehensive description of every Christian. The phrase touches every
aspect of what God has done for us, of what we now enjoy and of the prospect opening before us in time and eternity. 7 
We are not surprised therefore to find Philippians rich in what it reveals about being ‘in Christ’.

It is ‘in Christ’ that salvation comes to us. We read in 3:14 of ‘the call of God in Christ Jesus’. God’s call, as we shall
see when we study 3:14, is not an invitation awaiting our response but an authoritative summons—his royal edict of
conscription—bringing us into a living relationship with the Lord Jesus. The means by which he makes his call effective is
by giving us the gift of faith (1:29), thus enabling us to possess something which we are privileged to call ‘our own
salvation’. 8  But the call itself is issued in Christ Jesus, because all God’s saving purposes are centred in Christ and



worked out by him.
In Christ we are secure and have everything we need 9  with the peace of God as a garrison patrolling our hearts and

his glorious riches laid open to meet our needs. In Christ we become new people with new feelings, 10  a new mind or
way of looking at things, 11  new encouragements or incentives to live as Christians should, 12  and new abilities to bring
those incentives to fruition. 13  In Christ we have a whole new way of looking at life, seeing his hand and his sovereign
will in all things. Paul says his imprisonment is ‘in Christ’ 14  and testifies that it was when he helped the Roman believers
to see this that they came to new confidence in the Lord.

To be in Christ, then, is to possess what is often spoken of as full salvation: everything necessary to our past, present,
future and eternal welfare has been secured for us by the action of God in Christ and is stored up in Christ for us to share
and enjoy. But it is not only benefits and blessings that are in Christ; we are in him ourselves. 15  Full salvation belongs to
us as a matter of objective fact, but it is through union with our living Saviour that we experience its warmth and personal
reality.

b. The Lord whom the Christian serves
The phrase ‘called to be saints’ parallels another in Romans 1:6–7, ‘called to belong to Jesus Christ’. 16  It is in Christ that
a person becomes a saint. At once an element of loyalty or of ownership is involved. The saint is possessed by Christ and
rejoices in this fact. In Philippians Paul declares as much when he describes himself and Timothy as servants of Christ
Jesus.

He actually says something stronger: ‘slaves of Christ Jesus’. 17  The slave, ‘bought with a price’, 18  is completely at
the disposal of the purchaser, to do his bidding. A self-willed, idle or disobedient slave is a contradiction in terms. There is,
of course, nothing servile about a saint. On the contrary, we are now for the first time free, free from the penalty,
bondage and degradation of sin. We are now truly human, for Christ is true Man, and those who are in him possess a
human nature matching their Creator’s intention. 19  But the saint is obedient. Great though our privileges are, they are not
to be equated with dressing-gown and slippers; they are staff and shoes for pilgrimage, armour for battle and a plough for
the field. Responsive obedience characterizes us, for the ‘saint in Christ Jesus’ is necessarily also a ‘servant of Christ
Jesus’.

No Christian can evade this responsibility. In this even Paul the apostle is no different from any other believer. What is
true of him is true also of his special assistant, Timothy; and what is true of them is true of the Philippians, of whom verse 7
says ‘you are all partakers with me of grace’. The Lord Jesus makes different appointments in his church—some to be
apostles as Paul was, some to be special assistants and envoys as Timothy was, some to be elders, some to be deacons—
but it is only by grace that they are in the church at all. None can partake of grace and fight shy of service. The in Christ
of gracious salvation, if it is real, issues in the of Christ of responsive, obedient service.

c. The Giver from whom the Christian receives
It is plainly no easy task to live as an obedient, serving saint. Where does such ability come from? Paul answers by
pointing to a giver and a gift: Grace … and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Think of what Paul writes in these opening verses about our Lord Jesus Christ. In the Old Testament Moses and the
prophets had a title of great honour: they were ‘servants of the Lord’. 20  When we hear Paul describe himself and
Timothy as servants of Christ Jesus we can hardly help hearing an echo from the past. Here as ‘everywhere in the
Epistles … the attitude of Paul toward Christ is not merely the attitude of man to man, or scholar to master; it is the attitude
of man toward God’. 21  Turning now to verse 2 we find that Paul is being practical when he acknowledges the deity of
the Lord Jesus. In the phrase from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, the single preposition from governs both
names, and has the effect of hyphenating them together into one single source of blessing. All the divine greatness of God
and the Lord, all the divine love and saving efficacy of the Father and Jesus Christ come together in divine unanimity to
pour out upon the saints whatever they need for their days on earth.

And all that they need is summed up in the gift which is specified as grace and peace. Grace is God being gracious,
adopting an attitude of all-sufficient favour towards helpless and meritless sinners, and acting in line with that; God
coming to them in free, unprovoked love, to give them the opposite of their deservings. The beginning and foundation of
our lives as Christians, our ‘redemption through his blood’, was an experience of ‘the riches of his grace’. 22  The same
‘grace of our Lord Jesus Christ’ brought him down to us with the very purpose that we ‘might become rich’. 23  The
firstfruits of grace is peace, specifically peace with God. This is beautifully illustrated in the Easter evening scene where
the Lord Jesus first pronounces the benediction ‘Peace be with you’ and then—as if to trace peace to its source—displays
the marks of his cross. 24 

But peace means more than ‘peace with God’. In the Old Testament, peace (šālôm) combines ‘harmony’ (outward
peace with God and man) with completeness or fulfilment (inward peace in those who are made whole). Similarly, in the
New Testament, peace is Godward 25  and inward. 26  But it is also that harmony in Christian relationships which we
possess 27  and pursue. 28  Furthermore, peace is both our experience and our strength in hard times. 29  It sums up in one
word the all-sufficient blessings which God gives to his saints and which his presence enables them to experience. 30 
Kent aptly defines peace here in Philippians as ‘the inner assurance and tranquillity that God ministers to the hearts of



believers and that keeps them spiritually confident and content even in the midst of turmoil’. 31 
When Paul wishes these blessings on Christians, he is not desiring their salvation all over again, though the blessings are

those of salvation. He is, first, assuring them of the unchanged attitude of God. The God who planned and accomplished
and freely gave salvation is the same God who, by his unchanged grace, gives his people everything they need.
Furthermore, just as it was the grace of God that first brought peace to sinners, so grace always precedes peace, for God
is always taking the initiative to act on behalf of his people and to keep them in possession of those blessings which he
purchased for them with the blood of his Son. Grace is, in fact, God being gracious. The saint is never left to walk the path
of obedience alone: the saving God remains the same; the provision of salvation is always available; grace and peace will
prove to be enough.

3. The Christian’s setting

All the saints are in Christ, and therefore all without exception receive the divine provision of grace and peace. Equally
they are at (Gk. ‘in’) Philippi, and therefore all without exception face the often hard graft of living for Christ in the midst
of the realities of this world.

Being a ‘saint’ means, as we noted, belonging to a different order of things. It is the positive separation brought about
by passing into divine ownership, coming under the Lordship of Christ. True (biblical) separation is, then, to imitate God,
whose central command to us in this respect runs right through the Bible: ‘Be holy, for I am holy.’ 32  It is unfortunately
easy for us to distort the scriptural ideal of separation by developing a life-style which simply sets out to contradict
whatever is current in society around us. This approach used to reign undisputed—and still does, in not a few quarters, as
young Christians are drilled in what not to do—on the ground that such behaviour is ‘worldly’.

It amuses us to poke fun at the well-intentioned efforts of older Christians, then and now, to keep our feet out of life’s
pitfalls. Indeed, much of what passed for ‘separation’ would make entertaining reading. At the same time we should think
twice before doing so for, in our generation, we have made the potentially far more serious error of forgetting that there
is such a thing as separation. Our elders forbade us to go to the cinema to see what we now recognize as totally harmless
films. Have we improved on that situation by permitting into our living-rooms films and other television programmes with a
plainly immoral and anti-Christian content?

But the heart of the matter is this: the saint’s separation is not a reaction against but a response to; not a mere
determination to be different from the world but a whole-hearted determination to be like God by obeying his word. This
is the positive difference which demonstrates to the onlooker that the saint belongs to another order, sphere and scheme of
things.

One of the richest features of this new order of things is that the individual seeks to live out the separated life in the
fellowship of all the saints. Here again we see that separation arises through belonging, for the Lord who joins us to
himself also joins us, at the same time, to the whole company of his people. For us today, this theme of the fellowship of all
the saints has its wider and its narrower aspects. The narrower aspect (and the one with which Paul chiefly concerns
himself in Philippians) is the unity of the fellowship in the local church; the wider aspect, very much our problem today, is
the divisions which hold one group of believers aloof from another.

We are far too unconcerned in both areas. To Paul, Christian unity was highly prized and belonged not on the edge of
Christian truth but near to its very centre. This should be our attitude too. Where Scripture is plain in its meaning, ought we
not to love all those who consent to that meaning, and ought we not to express our love by leaping over all barriers so as to
worship together, to partake in the Lord’s ordinances together and work for the gospel together? And where Scripture is
unclear, or where Christians who revere Scripture reach different conclusions, is it right to unchurch those who have
been saved by the same blood and seek to order their lives by the same God-inspired book? Dare we be so sure of our
own wisdom, so confident in our own understanding, that we desert the authority of the Bible in favour of the authority of
our own interpretation of it?

And while we are asking questions, let us ask this practical one also. Why should the world heed our evangelism if it
does not see in the church that Christ has solved the problems of isolation, alienation and division which curse and blight its
own life? This is what the world is waiting for today, as did Philippi in Paul’s day. It waits for the sight of a people who
have solved its problems through the reality of being in Christ and whose life-style sets forth the old God-given morality
with fresh loveliness as the holy likeness of Jesus is seen in them.



2. Leaders alongside (1:1–2)

If we are to be faithful to what we find in the opening verses of Philippians, and at the same time allow them to speak to us
today, we must stay with them a while longer. For in the rich company at Philippi Paul saw not only all the saints but also
the bishops and deacons. Within the local church there was fellowship (all the saints) and leadership (the bishops and
deacons). The leadership, however, was not an imposition upon the fellowship but an extension of it. For the saints are not
‘under’ but with (‘in company with’) the bishops. When we add to this fact that in the same verse we find Paul the apostle
and Timothy the apostle’s legate, we have a remarkably full summary of the constitution of a New Testament church: the
body of believers, the companionate leadership of local church officers, the overarching apostolic work of Paul and the
occasional ministry of a person like Timothy coming into the local situation from outside.

Under the old covenant

One of the great, uniting themes of the Bible is that of the church, the people of God. The New Testament speaks of the
church of Jesus in Old Testament phraseology: the ‘Israel’ of God and God’s ‘temple’ and the ‘bride’. 1  Throughout the
Bible the church was equipped with leaders. In the Old Testament, the Lord decreed a ministry, 2  and Paul draws on Old
Testament scriptures as well as a command of the Lord Jesus in urging support for apostles and elders. 3 

Exodus 19:6 expresses the Lord’s ideal for the church: ‘You shall be to me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ But
the people of Israel as a whole proved unworthy to be this kingdom of priests and was directed to delegate its priestly
functions to one of its tribes (see, e.g., Nu. 8). Thus, in the Old Testament, ministry arose out of the state and needs of the
church. This remains a biblical principle: the doctrine of the church dictates the doctrine of the ministry.

The kingdom of priests: the priesthood of all believers

In the New Testament, because the Lord Jesus Christ is our Mediator, ‘we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the
blood of Jesus’. 4  We have right of access through the torn veil into the Holy of Holies, 5  and Christians are therefore a
company of high priests in full possession of high-priestly privileges. Again, the New Testament says that believers are
‘built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices’, 6  and that ‘you who believe’ are ‘a royal
priesthood, a holy nation’. 7  God’s intention to have a kingdom of priests has been fulfilled in the Israel of God.

The priesthood of all believers is thus an essential part of the biblical idea of the church. In this sense ‘church’ and
‘ministry’ are identical. As Christians we not only exercise the priestly function of entering God’s holy presence in
cleansed purity, but we are also to hold fast to our confession and help one another to grow in godliness—activities which
compare well with priestly duties in the Old Testament. 8  Paul, indeed, sees the saints as agents in the work of ministry by
which the church grows. 9  In the New Testament there is no such thing as ‘clergy’ and ‘laity’: we are all ministers and
all receive ministry. What we need today is not a so-called ‘theology of the laity’ but a return to the biblical doctrine of
the church.

Organization and order

Within the church the Lord raises up special ministries. Their task is to enable the church to exercise its God-intended
functions. They are part of the church’s equipment, not part of its essence. 10  As is always the case in the Bible, the
existence and activity of such ministries arise out of the needs of the church, and they can be exercised only in ways that
are suited to what the church is. Thus, for example, the New Testament never speaks of any ministry as mediating
between God and the church. The Old Testament required a mediating priesthood. But when the New Testament uses the
word ‘priest(s)’ (hiereus), it always refers either to Jesus or to all believers. 11  It never refers to an individual Christian
or Christian minister. For if it is true that we all have priestly access to God because of the finished work of Christ, then a
priestly tribe is unnecessary and impossible; it is ruled out by the doctrine of the church.

The apostles

Among the leaders of the New Testament church, pride of place in every sense goes to the apostles.
The word ‘apostle’ (apostolos) means ‘one sent’, and this permits the New Testament writers to apply the term to

people outside ‘the twelve’. 12  Nevertheless in its strict sense it belongs to the twelve and to no others, whether
contemporary or subsequent. 13  Three things marked out the apostles in the special or strict sense of the word. 14  First,
they had seen the Lord. Secondly (for many in New Testament times had seen the Lord, in his earthly days), they had
received a specific, personal call from God. Paul can insist that his apostleship came ‘not from men nor through man, but
through Jesus Christ and God the Father’. Thirdly, the apostles were foundation-layers. Pictorially, the New Testament
underlines the uniqueness and the unrepeatable nature of apostleship when it speaks of the foundations of ‘the holy city



Jerusalem’ as twelve in number and bearing on them ‘the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb’. 15 
Because the New Testament accords such high dignity to the apostles and regards them as irreplaceable, today’s

church should be cautious about giving any Christian minister the title ‘apostle’. We should suspect any modern claim to
apostolic status. To claim to possess an apostolic function is one thing—and, indeed, anyone who prays or preaches can
credibly register such a claim. 16  But to claim apostolic status is quite a different matter, 17  tantamount to tearing down
the city of God and adding to its foundations.

The foundation which the apostles laid was not organizational but doctrinal. Their teaching was intended to be
authoritative and was accepted as such. 18  It is continuance in apostolic doctrine that constitutes apostolic succession.

This is seen at its clearest in 2 Timothy where Paul, knowing his death to be imminent, does not regard Timothy as his
successor in the office of apostle. Nor, indeed, does he lead Timothy to expect that in the new and menacing situations
ahead he will receive fresh revelation from God to enable him to steer a straight course for the church. On the contrary,
the only unequivocal reference to the Holy Spirit in 2 Timothy describes him as guarding truth already given, and it is by
this body of truth which Timothy already possessed that he is to live, minister, lead and evangelize. 19 

After the death of the apostles, the apostolic office retains its value in one way only: as providing the norm of the
fundamental tradition now committed to writing … the fundamental testimony, that of the New Testament … The
scripture is the norm of all dogma, because it crystallized the primary shape of the tradition, and hence becomes
regulative for the teaching of the church. 20 

Elders/overseers and deacons

The impression we receive in the New Testament is of local churches loosely federated under apostolic authority, with
each church managing its own affairs under the leadership of overseers (who are also called elders) and deacons.

Deacons were obviously a distinct office, but we are told nothing about the functions a deacon was meant to fulfil.
There is insufficient evidence to enable us to identify the deacons of 1 Timothy 3:8ff. with the ‘seven’ appointed in Acts 6
to ‘serve tables’, 21  even though the identification is not in itself unreasonable. The word ‘deacon’ (diakonos) and its
related verb (diakoneō) are used too widely—of ministering the gospel as well as of ministering to bodily or social needs
—for us to say what the deacons (and deaconesses, cf. Rom. 16:1) may or may not have done in the enviably flexible
arrangements of ministry in a New Testament church.

The word ‘flexibility’ seems equally to apply to those church leaders who are described as ‘elders’ and ‘overseers’
(‘bishops’ in older translations). It is clear, however, that the two titles describe the same person. Possibly such an official
could also be called ‘pastor’ or ‘teacher’. 22  The title ‘elder’ expresses seniority and experience; ‘overseer’, ‘pastor’
and ‘teacher’ refer to the functions of leadership, care and instruction. Indeed ‘teaching’ is the only specific function
required of elders: apart from this the lists devote their attention to personal qualities rather than job-descriptions. 23 

One thing, however, is plain: there were ‘elders’ (plural) in every church. From the first reference to apostolic practice
in Acts 14:23 onwards through the uniform testimony of the New Testament, 24  and even earlier according to the
testimony of Acts 11:30, local leadership was committed not to an individual but to a group. And if we ask why their
respective functions are not more closely defined, then surely the answer is this: ministry arises from the nature and needs
of the church, not vice versa. The elders shared the qualities which fitted them for office. They probably shared also that
one thing without which a church cannot exist: the ministry of God’s Word. But otherwise they wrapped their ministry
round the needs of the local church in which they served.

In this respect the appointment of the ‘seven’ in Acts 6 may provide a model. A need arose in the church (verses 1–2)
which exposed a gap in the ranks of the leadership; the assumption was made that, if this was a true need of the church,
then God would have his gifted servants at hand (verse 3) ready to be recognized, authorized (verses 5–6) and to step into
the breach. Was it so throughout the churches? The clearly recognized and authoritative office of ‘elder’, rescued from
the menace of individual authoritarianism by being vested in a group, provided the church with a flexible tool of ministry,
adaptable to any need in any part of the world. 25 

The place, the area and the world

The scattered churches were not isolated. Their great link with each other was the person of the apostle; they also shared
apostolic letters with each other; and in addition there is evidence in the New Testament of a variety of travelling
ministers, dependent on the hospitality and support of the churches to which they came. 26 

From time to time and from place to place there were also those who exercised area-authority. The ‘elder’ of 2 John 1
and 3 John 1 saw himself as in some sense overseeing the churches to which he wrote, and both Timothy and Titus were
charged with maintaining purity of doctrine and due order in church life, and with appointing elders in a whole group of
churches within their care. 27 

Nevertheless, there is so much that we simply do not know. Did the apostles keep their fingers on the appointment of
local leaders, as some verses suggest? 28  The paucity of apostles, the rapid spread of churches, the problems of travel
and the pervasive impression of local freedom in the churches make it unlikely that there was a rule in this matter. Like so



much else, it is left open. There is no set number of elders, provided that there is more than one. The New Testament does
not require that there should be an area oversight. Timothy and Titus exemplify what may be, not what must be. If the
needs of a group of churches are best met in this way, then so be it. The use of the title ‘bishop’ in this connection, while it
cannot claim New Testament authorization, is no more objectionable than giving a deacon the task of caring for the
finance and fabric. But all ministries, local or area-wide, must be judged by the test of utility, the extent to which they
arise from and meet the needs of the church. As such needs are met and pass away, and as churches face new situations
and even new threats, the composition of the eldership may change, increasing or decreasing in size. So also the need for
an area pastor may arise or disappear. Such was the liberty of life in the apostolic churches, and such should be the
flexibility enjoyed today under the authority of the Scriptures as the continuing form and norm of apostolic authority.

Leaders alongside

Philippians 1:1 has provided a springboard into the New Testament church, but its own contribution to the total picture,
though made unobtrusively, is deeply important.

How is leadership to be exercised? What is the relationship between leaders and led? The one word with provides the
answer: ‘… the saints’, writes Paul, ‘… with the bishops and deacons.’ The strong natural leader chooses the easy path of
being out front, taking it for granted that all will follow; the low-profile leader ‘plays it cool’, submerges his own identity
and takes the risk that the tail will soon wag the dog. The more demanding exercise, the sterner discipline and the more
rewarding way are found in companionate leadership, the saints with the overseers and deacons.

This kind of leadership has many facets. It involves realizing that leader and led share the same Christian experience:
both are sinners saved by the same precious blood, always and without distinction wholly dependent on the same patient
mercy of God. 29  It involves putting first whatever creates and maintains the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 30 
It means that leaders see themselves first as members of the body, and only then as ministers. In this way they face every
situation from within the local body of Christ and not as people dropped in from outside (or even from above!). 31  It
involves patiently waiting for the Holy Spirit to grant unanimity to the church in making and executing plans. 32  It
involves open relationships in which the leaders do not scheme to get their own way or play off one against another, but
act with transparent integrity. 33  It involves willingness to be overruled, to jettison role-playing and status-seeking, to be
ready to cast a single vote with everyone else. 34  It involves putting the welfare of the body of Christ before all personal
advantage, success or reputation 35  and it involves co-equal sacrifice for the Lord and his gospel. 36  It is the leadership
of those who are content to stand among the saints as those who serve. 37 
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