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In Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, Christ was and is the eternal Son of God who gave 

up the glory of heaven to become man. He died on a cross for our sins, was raised from 

the grave, and exalted to the right hand of God, where He reigns today. When He 

returns, every creature will recognize Him for who He is and confess Him as Lord.  

He alone is our hope, peace, joy, and strength.

In Colossians, Christ is the One through whom God created all things and is Lord 

over all creation. He is Creator and Savior. He paid the price for our sin through His 

death on the cross. He provided forgiveness, canceling our sin debt and rescuing us 

from its eternal consequences. His death and resurrection make it possible for all who 

believe in Him to be reconciled to God and to live free from the power of sin. Jesus is 

supreme; He is Savior; He is sufficient.

In Philemon, Jesus is the One who transforms and restores relationships. He changes 

how we view people and treat others. He makes all those who share a common faith 

in Him members of one family—God’s family. He is the One who breaks down the 

barriers that exist between people and unites us as one.

All of this points to our need of Jesus and the life He offers. Right now, He is 

waiting for you.

• Admit to God that you are a sinner. Repent, turning away from your sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of 

forgiveness from sin. He took the penalty for your sin by dying on the cross.

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. You may pray a prayer 

similar to this as you call on God to save you: “Dear God, I know that You love 

me. I confess my sin and need of salvation. I turn away from my sin and place 

my faith in Jesus as my Savior and Lord.  

In Jesus’ name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ into your life, tell a pastor or another Christian 

about your decision. Show others your faith in Christ by asking for baptism by 

immersion in your local church as a public expression of your faith.

WHO IS JESUS?
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Jerry Batson wrote the Bible commentary for this study of 
Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. Now retired, Dr. Batson 
served as associate dean of Beeson Divinity School at Samford 
University and filled several pastorates throughout his career. 
A graduate of Samford University and Southwestern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Dr. Batson writes a weekly column 
for The Alabama Baptist entitled “Theology 101.” He and his 
wife, Pat, are members of Hunter Street Baptist Church in 
Birmingham, Alabama.

Kima Jude wrote the group plans for this quarter. She is a 
member of The Oaks Baptist Church in Grand Prairie, Texas, 
where she leads the women’s ministry and her husband, Barry, 
serves as pastor. Kima has a bachelor’s degree in journalism 
from Marshall University and had an early career as a newspaper 
reporter followed by a freelance writing career.  
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Early in his letter, we find Paul calling the Philippians his partners in the gospel (1:5). Paul 
also challenged Philemon to consider him a partner when making his appeal on behalf of 
Onesimus (Philem. 17). By extension, this partnership included the church that met in 
Philemon’s home in Colossae. (Archippus is listed by Paul in Col. 4:17 and Philem. 2).  

Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon were all written as Paul sat in Rome waiting to 
appear before Caesar. We can assume this idea of partners was an important thing to Paul 
as he sat in house arrest. Paul knew he was not alone in taking his stand with Christ. There 
were partners standing with him, seeking to live Christ-honoring lives in their locations. 
Paul represented those believers while inside the walls of that Roman house while they 
represented him outside those walls. They expected each other to represent Christ well in 
word and in deed, with Paul expressing the joy he found in their partnership. They were 
counting on each other to do the right thing. 

Our shared partnership in the gospel should impact how we live our lives. How we treat 
each other as believers and a high moral standard should be evident. Our prayer is that as 
we study Paul’s letters to the Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon we will gain a deeper 
appreciation of the partnership we share in Christ. 

In His service, 

G. Dwayne McCrary

dwayne.mccrary@lifeway.com

A WORD FROM THE TEAM LEADER
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Clement [KLEM uhnt]—a coworker with Paul and member of the church in Philippi 
(Phil. 4:3)

Colossae [koh LAHS sih]—city in the region of Phrygia, located near Laodicea. The name 
means “purple wool,” derived from the wool produced and dyed there. 

Epaphroditus [ih paf roh DIGH tuhs]—a coworker with Paul and member of the 
Philippian church; he delivered to the apostle a gift from the Philippian church 
(Phil. 2:25,29)

Euodia [yoo OH dih uh]—a female member of the church at Philippi who had a 
disagreement with Syntyche; she worked with Paul in the spread of the gospel (Phil. 4:2-3)

Imperial guard—the Roman emperor’s elite troops stationed in Rome. The guard was first 
established by Caesar Augustus, the emperor at the time of Jesus’ birth. 

Laodicea [lay ahd ih SEE uh]—a city in southwest Asia Minor, ten miles from Colossae; 
Paul wrote a letter to the church there that has not survived; perhaps best known for its 
mention in Revelation 3:14-22.

Macedonia [mass uh DOH nih uh]—a Roman province in what is today northern Greece. 
Paul responded to a vision to preach the gospel there (Acts 16:9-10).

Philippi [FIH lih pigh]—a city in the Roman province of Macedonia, what is today 
northern Greece. Paul first visited Philippi on his second missionary journey in response 
to his Macedonian vision (Acts 16:9). The church planted there by Paul was the first church 
in Europe.

Syntyche [SIN tih kee]—a female member of the church at Philippi who had a 
disagreement with Euodia; she worked with Paul in the spread of the gospel (Phil. 4:2-3)

Thessalonica [thess uh loh NIGH kuh]—a city in Macedonia, what is today northern 
Greece. Paul started a church there on his second missionary journey (Acts 17:1-4) and later 
wrote two letters to the church.

Timothy—missionary partner of the apostle Paul. Paul first met Timothy on his first 
missionary journey in the area of Lystra (Acts 16:1); he was mentioned by Paul in the 
salutations of six letters (2 Cor.; Col.; Phil.; 1, 2 Thess.; Philem.) and was the recipient of two 
letters from Paul (1, 2 Tim.).

Terms listed here are identified in the Bible commentary with a dot (•).

WORD WISE
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SEPTEMBER

 ❏ 1. Philippians 1:1-2
 ❏ 2. Philippians 1:3-5
 ❏ 3. Philippians 1:6
 ❏ 4. Philippians 1:7-8
 ❏ 5. Philippians 1:9-11
 ❏ 6. Philippians 1:12-17
 ❏ 7. Philippians 1:18-20
 ❏ 8. Philippians 1:21
 ❏ 9. Philippians 1:22-24
 ❏ 10. Philippians 1:25-26
 ❏ 11. Philippians 1:27-30
 ❏ 12. Philippians 2:1-2
 ❏ 13. Philippians 2:3-4
 ❏ 14. Philippians 2:5-8
 ❏ 15. Philippians 2:9-11
 ❏ 16. Philippians 2:12-13
 ❏ 17. Philippians 2:14-16
 ❏ 18. Philippians 2:17-18
 ❏ 19. Philippians 2:19-21
 ❏ 20. Philippians 2:22-24
 ❏ 21. Philippians 2:25-30
 ❏ 22. Philippians 3:1
 ❏ 23. Philippians 3:2-3
 ❏ 24. Philippians 3:4-6
 ❏ 25. Philippians 3:7-9
 ❏ 26. Philippians 3:10-11
 ❏ 27. Philippians 3:12-14
 ❏ 28. Philippians 3:15-17
 ❏ 29. Philippians 3:18-21
 ❏ 30. Philippians 4:1

OCTOBER

 ❏ 1. Philippians 4:2-3
 ❏ 2. Philippians 4:4-7
 ❏ 3. Philippians 4:8-9
 ❏ 4. Philippians 4:10-12
 ❏ 5. Philippians 4:13-14
 ❏ 6. Philippians 4:15-18
 ❏ 7. Philippians 4:19-20
 ❏ 8. Philippians 4:21-23
 ❏ 9. Colossians 1:1-2
 ❏ 10. Colossians 1:3-6
 ❏ 11. Colossians 1:7-8
 ❏ 12. Colossians 1:9-12
 ❏ 13. Colossians 1:13-14
 ❏ 14. Colossians 1:15-17
 ❏ 15. Colossians 1:18-20
 ❏ 16. Colossians 1:21-23
 ❏ 17. Colossians 1:24-26
 ❏ 18. Colossians 1:27-29
 ❏ 19. Colossians 2:1-3
 ❏ 20. Colossians 2:4-5
 ❏ 21. Colossians 2:6-7
 ❏ 22. Colossians 2:8
 ❏ 23. Colossians 2:9-10
 ❏ 24. Colossians 2:11-12
 ❏ 25. Colossians 2:13
 ❏ 26. Colossians 2:14-15
 ❏ 27. Colossians 2:16-17
 ❏ 28. Colossians 2:18-19
 ❏ 29. Colossians 2:20-23
 ❏ 30. Colossians 3:1-2
 ❏ 31. Colossians 3:3-4

NOVEMBER

 ❏ 1. Colossians 3:5-7
 ❏ 2. Colossians 3:8
 ❏ 3. Colossians 3:9-10
 ❏ 4. Colossians 3:11
 ❏ 5. Colossians 3:12-13
 ❏ 6. Colossians 3:14-15
 ❏ 7. Colossians 3:16-17
 ❏ 8. Colossians 3:18-19
 ❏ 9. Colossians 3:20-21
 ❏ 10. Colossians 3:22
 ❏ 11. Colossians 3:23-24
 ❏ 12. Colossians 3:25–4:1
 ❏ 13. Colossians 4:2
 ❏ 14. Colossians 4:3-4
 ❏ 15. Colossians 4:5-6
 ❏ 16. Colossians 4:7-9
 ❏ 17. Colossians 4:10-11
 ❏ 18. Colossians 4:12-13
 ❏ 19. Colossians 4:14-15
 ❏ 20. Colossians 4:16-18
 ❏ 21. Philemon 1-3
 ❏ 22. Philemon 4-5
 ❏ 23. Philemon 6
 ❏ 24. Philemon 7
 ❏ 25. Philemon 8-10
 ❏ 26. Philemon 11-13
 ❏ 27. Philemon 14-16
 ❏ 28. Philemon 17-18
 ❏ 29. Philemon 19-22
 ❏ 30. Philemon 23-25

BIBLE READING PLAN
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USING THIS GUIDE TO LEAD

BEFORE THE GROUP TIME

1. Study the core passage. 
Start preparing early. Read the passage, 
listing people, places, key words, key 
phrases, and actions taken. Use the 
commentary included in the Explore 
the Bible Leader Guide and the Explore 
the Bible Adult Commentary to discover 
information about the items you listed. 
Write a summary of the main idea you 
discovered using the statement printed 
under the session title of each session as a 
starting place. 

2. Create a group time plan. 
Craft a group plan that helps the group 
discover and respond to the main idea. 
Consult the Group Plans in the Explore the 
Bible Leader Guide (includes ideas for using 
the Personal Study Guide). Identify ways to 
focus the group’s attention, explore the 
text, summarize the lesson, and challenge 
the group.

For additional ideas or questions, consult 
QuickSource and Explore the Bible Extra 
(identifies a current event to introduce 
and conclude the lesson, found at 
goExploreTheBible.com/LeaderExtras). 
Review the Explore the Bible Leader Pack 
items. Look at the Lifeway Sunday School 
blog and Groups Ministry blog for helps on 
leading an ongoing Bible study group.

3. Gather and review. 
Use the list under Gather on the first 
page of each session. Make sure you have 
additional copies of the Explore the Bible 
Personal Study Guide for anticipated guests.   

DURING THE GROUP TIME

4. Arrive early. 
Make sure you are the first person to 
arrive. Pray as you set up the area. Greet 
everyone as participants arrive and focus 
their attention on the Bible study. 

5.  Lead the group in a time  
of Bible study. 

Use the plan you created, recording notes 
of how the group responded. Remember, 
every group experience takes a few 
unexpected twists and turns; be flexible.

AFTER THE GROUP TIME

6. Evaluate and Record. 
Review the Reinforce idea to encourage 
the group to put into practice the truths 
discovered. Record prayer requests and 
other insights you gained about the group 
and specific participants. Use these notes to 
help you be a better teacher in the future.

7.  Start preparing to lead  
the next group time.
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Commentary
Provides additional insight into 
the passages studied. 

QuickSource
Resource for leaders, providing 
additional discussion questions, 
an object lesson, and dig deeper 
feature. Also provides a tool for 
an individual called on to step in to 
lead the group on short notice. 

Leader Pack
Resource filled with posters, 
masters for informative handouts, 
and access to a digital leader pack 
(includes DOC files of the Leader 
Guide commentary, group plans, 
the pack items in PDF format, and 
other helps for the leader).

Daily Discipleship Guide
Resource for both the group 
members and the group leader. 
An alternative to the Personal 
Study Guide/Leader Guide model. 
Includes key words, commentary 
and questions for the group, daily 
Bible readings for personal study 
after the group time, and ideas 
for smaller groups to discuss the 
study. Leader helps with targeted 
teaching plans included in back. 

Personal Study Guide
Resource for the group members 
to help them prepare for and 
study during the group time.

 

Leader Guide
Resource for leaders of groups 
using the Personal Study Guide. 
Includes commentary and 
teaching plans.

CORE RESOURCES
Use the Daily Discipleship Guide or Personal 
Study Guide and Leader Guide as the core 
resource for your group.

Find out more or order at goExploreTheBible.com

MEETING THE EXPLORE THE BIBLE  
FAMILY OF ADULT RESOURCES

Additional Leader Helps
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INTRODUCTION TO PHILIPPIANS; 
COLOSSIANS; PHILEMON
Paul wrote four letters during his 
imprisonment in Rome, most likely dated 
during the years AD 60–62, a period 
when the apostle was kept under house 
arrest (Acts 28:30). This quarter’s study 
looks at three of these letters: Philippians; 
Colossians; and Philemon. Ephesians was 
the other one. 

PHILIPPIANS

Paul was instrumental in planting the 
church in Philippi during his second 
missionary journey (probably around 
AD 51). The impetus for his ministry in 
Philippi was a dream which became known 
as Paul’s Macedonian vision. In this vision 
Paul saw a man of Macedonia begging 
him to bring the gospel there. The apostle 
obeyed, as recorded in Acts 16. The result 
was a primarily Gentile church as the first 
Christian church planted in Europe. 

Interestingly, among the first members 
of the church at Philippi was a woman 
named Lydia, whose heart the Lord opened 
to receive Christ (Acts 16:14). Another 
member was probably the slave girl who 
was delivered from a life of fortune-telling 
(Acts 16:18). The charter members also 
included the Philippian jailer and his 
family who came to faith in Christ after 
an earthquake opened the prison doors 
where Paul and his associate Silas had 
been detained after the uproar that ensued 
after the conversion of the slave girl. When 
Paul and Silas did not use the opening of 
the prison doors due to the earthquake as 
an opportunity to escape, the jailer who 
had likely heard his two prisoners praying 
and singing at night asked the apostle the 
question: “What must I do to be saved?” 
(Acts 16:30). During Paul’s two years of 

ministry in Philippi, the church grew with 
many others responding to the gospel. 

The Philippian church proved to be a 
generous congregation. When the church 
received word of Paul’s imprisonment, they 
responded by sending Epaphroditus with a 
financial gift for the apostle. While in Rome, 
Epaphroditus became seriously ill. News of 
his sickness made its way back to Philippi. 
News of that sickness greatly disturbed the 
church. However, Epaphroditus recovered. 
Paul decided to send him back to Philippi, 
knowing that seeing him again would bring 
relief and joy to the church. 

In sending Epaphroditus back to 
Philippi, Paul also responded with his letter 
which served as a “thank-you note” (Phil. 
4:10-20). Before getting to his expression of 
gratitude, the apostle exhorted the church to 
unity (1:27–2:18) and warned the members 
against certain Jewish legalists who were 
promoting external religious practices 
(3:1-21). In doing so, Paul emphasized 
the truth of justification by faith alone in 
Christ alone.  

COLOSSIANS

Colossae and its neighboring cities of 
Laodicea and Hieropolis were places Paul had 
never visited. Therefore, he had not been the 
direct founder of the church at Colossae, as 
he had at Philippi. His associate, Epaphras, 
appears to have been instrumental in 
the planting of the gospel there. While 
imprisoned in Rome, Epaphras visited Paul 
and the apostle learned that false teachings 
were threatening the Colossian church. 
Those teachings were a mixture of Jewish 
and pagan ideas infiltrating Christian truth. 

The pervasive theme of Colossians is 
the sufficiency and supremacy of Christ 
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as head of the church. The emphasis was 
for the Colossian believers to hold fast to 
their faith in Christ while resisting false 
teachings. Given the sufficiency of Christ, 
the Colossians did not need to adopt human 
elements like observing certain holy days, 
adopting restrictive food laws, emphasizing 
angels, and relying on visions in order to 
experience the fullness of Christ, to walk 
worthy of Him, to grow toward spiritual 
maturity, and to fulfill the mission of the 
church. Paul consistently resisted any 
teaching that did not attribute to Christ His 
unique place as the only Lord and Savior of 
the church. 

The church apparently had held firm 
to its initial faith in Christ. However, Paul 
feared they might yet be seduced by the false 
teachings. He wrote his letter with the aim of 
preventing this by encouraging the believers 
to remain true to Christ and to understand 
that in Christ they had all they needed to 
thrive in their faith and ministries. 

Some of the practical emphases in the 
letter include turning from immorality, 
resisting anger and filthy language, as 
well as developing a forgiving spirit and 
a thankful heart. Of particular concern 
was that the Colossians adopt positive and 
Christlike behaviors in family life, in daily 
life, and in their relationships with others. 
Through all of this, Paul emphasized the 
place of prayer in the Christian life and also 
the responsibility of maintaining a positive 
witness to outsiders. 

PHILEMON

Written at the same time as Colossians, 
the Letter to Philemon was primarily an 
appeal from Paul to his friend and coworker 
to welcome the return of Onesimus. 

Onesimus, a slave, had experienced a 
dramatic conversion through his contact 
with Paul during his Roman imprisonment. 
Although very personal in its main purpose, 
this little letter included an interest in the 
church that met in Philemon’s house. 

The underlying message of Paul’s 
appeal on behalf of Onesimus is that the 
gospel makes believers spiritual brothers 
and sisters, superseding social distinctions 
by viewing fellow-Christians as co-equal 
members of the same spiritual family. 
The letter in essence was a personal plea, 
from one Christian to another Christian, 
to extend grace to a wayward slave who 
through faith in the same Savior had 
become a spiritual brother both to Paul 
and Philemon. Paul went a step beyond 
asking for Philemon to refresh his heart 
by receiving Onesimus. The apostle 
also pledged to personally repay any 
indebtedness Onesimus had incurred by 
either stealing items when he fled or by 
being the cause of lost income for Philemon 
during the time Onesimus was away. 

This brief letter could be read as 
an example of the truth declared in 
Galatians 3:28, “There is no Jew or Greek, 
slave or free, male and female; since you are 
all one in Christ Jesus.”
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OUTLINES

ON THE COVER

Ruins of store buildings in Laodicea. 
Laodicea was located in the Lycus Valley 
near Colossae and Hierapolis. The city 
was known for an eye ointment that local 
merchants produced. (See session 8.)

ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BOB SCHATZ (11-31-2)

PHILIPPIANS
 I.  Salutation (1:1-2)

 II.  Paul’s Concerns (1:3–2:30)

 III.  Living the Christian Life (3:1–4:9)

 IV.  Thankfulness (4:10-20)

 V.  Benediction (4:21-23)

COLOSSIANS
 I.  Greeting and Thanksgiving (1:1-12)

 II.  God’s Work in Christ (1:13-23)

 III.  Paul’s Ministry (1:24–2:3)

 IV.  False Teaching Denounced (2:4-23)

 V.  The Christian Life (3:1–4:6)

 VI.  Conclusion (4:7-18)

PHILEMON
 I.  Paul’s Greeting (vv. 1-3)

 II.  Paul’s Thanksgiving (vv. 4-7)

 III.  Paul’s Appeal (vv. 8-20)

 IV.  Paul’s Plans (vv. 21-22)

 V.  Paul’s Conclusion (vv. 23-25)
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1
Joy in Prayer
Believers find joy in praying for the spiritual growth of others.

PHILIPPIANS 1:1-11
MEMORY VERSE: PHILIPPIANS 1:6

S E S S I O N  1

STUDY Philippians 1:1-11, making note of the 

gratitude exhibited for other believers. Use 

Explore the Text on pages 15–19 for greater 

understanding of how praying for the spiritual 

growth of another believer translates into joy.

CREATE a teaching plan for the session using 

the ideas on pages 20–22. Focus on helping 

the group understand that their responsibility 

in praying for the spiritual growth of other 

believers will yield joy. 

GATHER 

   Extra Personal Study Guides (PSGs)

Prepare to Display: 

   Pack Item 1 (Map: Paul’s Second 

Missionary Journey)

   Pack Item 2 (Outlines of Philippians; 
Colossians; and Philemon)

   Pack Item 3 (Poster: Key Words)

   Pack Item 4 (Poster: Naming Names)

Make Copies of:

   Pack Item 7 (Handout: Paul’s Life Time Line)

   Pack Item 8 (Handout: Memory 
Verses Bookmark)

   Pack Item 13 (Handout: Naming Names)

CONSULT the weekly Explore the Bible adult 

podcast to gain insights on the go about this 

week’s study on Ministry Grid, Apple Podcasts, 

Stitcher, Spotify, Lifeway’s Digital Pass, or at 

goExploreTheBible.com/adults-training.

REINFORCE the session by sending a group text 

with a reminder that you are praying for their 

spiritual maturity and soliciting their prayers on 

your behalf.
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FIRST THOUGHTS
Friends who will pray for us are treasured. Their prayers encourage, direct, 
and challenge us in our spiritual lives. Their prayers create an unbreakable 
bond with prayer being one way of communicating love for another person. 
Paul had forged a special relationship with the believers in Philippi and 
that relationship grew through genuine prayer that focused on continued 
spiritual growth. 

(In PSG, p . 10) How does praying with a person build or strengthen a 
relationship? Should prayer be a part of every healthy relationship? 
Explain. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
PHILIPPIANS 1:1-11

Paul’s Letter to the Philippians is commonly considered his most personal 
epistle, written to a church for which he had fond memories and a warm 
attachment. The relationship between the apostle and the church is an 
important factor in any attempt to understand the message of the letter. 

About the year AD 51, Paul obeyed a vision of a man from Macedonia 
beckoning him and his associates to journey there, taking his ministry 
from Asia Minor to Europe. The missionary team, including Silas, Luke, and 
Timothy, was instrumental in establishing the first Christian congregation 
in Europe. The city of Philippi in the province of Macedonia became the 
beachhead for the western advance of the gospel. 

The occasion that prompted a letter from the apostle to the Philippian 
church becomes expressly clear toward its end. He was prompted to write 
to thank the Philippian believers for their financial support (Phil. 4:10-20), 
something he briefly mentioned in his introductory words as their 
“partnership in the gospel” (1:5). However, before getting to that more 
extensive expression of gratitude in chapter 4, Paul updated his own 
circumstances, warned the church against false teachers, and admonished 
the members to maintain harmony in their fellowship. 

In keeping with his customary practice, the apostle opened with a 
somewhat standard salutation common in letter writing of his day (1:1-2). 
In so doing, he named himself as the writer. He made particular mention 
of the overseers and deacons to whom, with the church at large, he included 
his prayerful desire for them to experience grace and peace that flows from 
God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul followed the formal greeting with a heartfelt expression of 
thanksgiving for the Philippian church (1:3-8). He wanted his Philippian 

KEY DOCTRINE

Cooperation
Christian unity in the New 
Testament sense is spiritual 
harmony and voluntary 
cooperation for common ends by 
various groups of Christ’s people. 
(See Eph. 4:1-6.)

BIBLE SKILL

Compare verses with the 
same word.

The Greek term for joy occurs 
five times in Philippians: 1:4; 
1:25; 2:2; 2:29; and 4:1. Read 
and reflect on the five passages. 
How does each passage give 
you a different glimpse into joy 
as understood by Paul? Based 
on these verses, how would you 
summarize Christian joy in three 
sentences or less?
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friends to be assured of his intense love for them, as well as his deep 
appreciation for their help during a time of imprisonment. Worthy of note 
is that in his opening allusion to the church’s financial help, Paul did not 
emphasize that the gifts from Philippi were not for his personal use but for 
the advance of the gospel. 

Like he did in his Letter to the Colossians, Paul enlarged his opening 
sentiments with a prayer of intercession following his expression of 
gratitude for his readers (1:9-11). The apostle prayed for their continued 
spiritual growth, which would take the form of abounding love, not in 
mere sentiment but in total discernment. Such growth would result in 
their blamelessness in the day of Christ. Until that future day, he prayed for 
them to experience the fruit of righteousness, such as would bring praise 
and glory to God.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
SHARED FAITH (PHIL . 1:1-2)

Verses 1-2
The first two verses of the letter follow the usual pattern for the opening of 
a polite letter in that era. This pattern had three basic elements: the name of 
the sender, the identity of the recipients, and a greeting. Any enlargement 
upon these elements calls for proper notice. 

Naming himself as the writer, Paul also included Timothy by name. 
Given Timothy’s prior history with the Philippian church and the fact that 
Timothy was with Paul at the time of writing, he included Timothy in his 
greeting—not as a co-author of the letter but as a trusted colleague and 
fellow-servant in the ministry of the gospel, one who had a positive history 
with the Philippian church. The singular pronouns that follow in verses 3-4 
point to Paul alone as the writer. 

Noteworthy also is what Paul omitted. He did not refer to himself as 
an apostle, something he did mention in all but four of the epistles that 
bear his name, three of which were sent to churches in Macedonia. The 
significance of this silence immediately suggests a personal and trusted 
relationship with the Philippian believers in which his genuine apostleship 
and resultant authority were not being questioned. Rather than emphasize 
his formal role as Christ’s representative, Paul termed Timothy and 
himself servants of Christ Jesus. Such a designation called attention to 
their submission to Christ and dependence on Him. Uppermost in the 
apostle’s mind at the moment seems to have been a focus on lowly service 
rather than exalted position. This serves as a personal example of his later 
exhortation that the Philippian believers maintain a spirit of humility as 
exemplified in Christ’s example (2:5-9).

The second standard element in the introductory statement is 
the naming of the recipients, calling them saints in Christ Jesus. The 
significance of such a designation is not on excellence of character, although 

VERSES 1-2

1 Paul and Timothy, 
servants of Christ Jesus: 
To all the saints in 
Christ Jesus who are in 
Philippi, including the 
overseers and deacons. 
2 Grace to you and peace 
from God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Christlike character should be the aim of every believer. The root meaning 
of saints is “people set apart,” or those dedicated to God and thus set apart 
for His service. Properly understood, saints is a biblical way of referring 
to the people of God, as was Israel in the Old Testament and as Christ-
followers are in the New Testament. 

Of special note is the enlargement of the designated recipients to name 
the overseers and deacons. These two groups are commonly viewed as 
the leaders of a local church—groups we today term pastors and deacons. 
Why Paul singled them out for special mention is not given, but the best 
understanding is that they had exercised their leadership in encouraging 
the church to gather an offering for the support of Paul’s ministry. Perhaps 
the deliverer of that offering informed Paul of the influence of the church 
leaders in gathering and sending the financial support. 

The third element in the introductory statement is the greeting, 
expressed in the combined terms grace and peace. Grace defines the very 
essence of the gospel, as set forth in Ephesians 2:8: “For you are saved by 
grace.” God’s undeserved favor brings salvation which has peace as one 
of its major features. It speaks of a calm assurance that God places in a 
believer’s inner being that witnesses to the truth that all is well inwardly, 
whatever might be the difficulties or turmoil in life’s circumstances. God’s 
unmerited favor and our calm assurance are together bequests that God 
bestows on all His children. 

Can you recall or describe a situation in which your circumstances were 
troublesome but amid which you experienced an inward peace? What role 
did your faith in the Lord or that of those around you play in your experience 
of peace?

THANKFUL FAITH (PHIL . 1:3-8)

Verses 3-5
After the standard opening of the letter, Paul expressed his personal 
gratitude to God for his friends in Philippi. Every remembrance of them 
prompted the apostle to uphold them in prayer with joy. How could he 
ever forget Lydia and the other women who were praying beside the river, 
especially how the Lord opened her heart to the gospel (Acts 16:13-14)? 
Would Paul ever forget the young slave woman who was given to fortune 
telling by means of an evil spirit, in whose life the gospel brought a dramatic 
change (16:16-18)? Could he ever forget the conversion of the Philippian 
jailer (16:25-33)? Of course not.

When he remembered these individuals and no doubt numerous 
others to whom he had given witness in Philippi, praying for them was 
as natural as breathing. Having been instrumental in begetting them 
through the gospel, he could never abandon them to their own devices. 

VERSES 3-5

3 I give thanks to my God 
for every remembrance of 
you, 4 always praying with 
joy for all of you in my 
every prayer, 5 because of 
your partnership in the 
gospel from the first day 
until now.
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Intercessory prayer went hand in glove with every remembrance Paul had 
of those whose births into God’s kingdom he had witnessed. To pray for 
those converts to Christ brought Paul great joy when he prayed for all of 
them in his every prayer. 

Paul was not content to mention the fact of his continual prayers, he 
went on to explain the reason for his praying. He not only was prompted 
to intercessory prayer whenever he remembered the Philippians; he also 
was given to prayer when he considered their partnership in the gospel. 
That unbroken partnership had begun on the very first day and continued 
for the decade or so that had elapsed from that time to the writing of the 
letter. The believers’ partnership with Paul began with Lydia’s hospitality 
(Acts 16:15), as well as that of the jailer and his family (Acts 16:33-34). 
In the time that followed Paul’s departure from Philippi, those faithful 
believers had sent gifts to him multiple times at Thessalonica (Phil. 4:16). 
The Philippians also likely participated with other Macedonian churches 
in sending Paul financial help at Corinth (2 Cor. 11:9), as well as the most 
recent one they sent to him by Epaphroditus (Phil. 4:18). 

Verses 6-8
The repeated occasions when the Philippian church gave financial assistance 
to Paul and his missionary work revealed their heart for wanting people 
in other places to come to a saving knowledge of Christ. Paul was sure 
of the Philippians’ genuineness and that he who started a good work in 
you will carry it on to completion. Paul’s certainty was anchored in God’s 
faithfulness and ability to complete in their sanctification what He had 
begun in them at their conversion. 

The good work that God had begun in them was His work of eternal 
salvation. It had a new birth as its beginning and heaven as its ultimate 
goal, with growth in Christlikeness as a work in progress. That work would 
only reach its full completion at Christ’s return, which Paul expressed as 
the day of Christ Jesus. Believers will be transformed finally and fully 
into His likeness in keeping with the biblical assurance, “We know that 
when he appears, we will be like him because we will see him as he is” 
(1 John 3:2). 

Paul was confident about the completion of God’s saving work in 
them. This confidence was attested by the objective evidence of their 
ongoing partnership in the spread of the gospel, which he expressed in 
the assertion you are all partners with me in grace. Given Paul’s pre-
conversion antagonism toward the gospel and his persecution of Christians, 
the subsequent Christian ministry into which God placed him could be 
described no more accurately than calling it grace that God had given him 
(1 Cor. 3:10). The Philippians had chosen to join Paul in that grace with 
their gifts of support for his missionary ministry. 

The Philippian church supported Paul’s missionary work not only 
when all was going well for the apostle, but also when that work meant his 
imprisonment. He acknowledged that their support was steadfast both in 
his imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. The 
Philippians did not shrink from their care and support of Paul whether 

VERSES 6-8

6 I am sure of this, that 
he who started a good 
work in you will carry it 
on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus. 
7 Indeed, it is right for 
me to think this way 
about all of you, because 
I have you in my heart, 
and you are all partners 
with me in grace, both 
in my imprisonment 
and in the defense and 
confirmation of the 
gospel. 8 For God is my 
witness, how deeply I 
miss all of you with the 
affection of Christ Jesus.
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his ministry was establishing and defending the gospel in the population 
centers or spreading that same gospel in the confines of a prison. 

So genuine was Paul’s affection for the Philippian church that he 
was comfortable letting God attest that fact as his prime witness. His 
heartfelt love for the Philippian church was something that would pass the 
scrutiny of God Himself. It was that genuine. He also felt deeply about 
the separation from immediate personal contact with those friends. So 
real for Paul was the indwelling presence of Christ that his separation from 
the Philippian believers could best be expressed as missing them with the 
affection of Christ Jesus. His feelings for them went deeper than mere 
human sentiment. There was genuine emotional intensity in his inmost 
being for the Philippian church. 

Can you identify any persons who, when they come to mind, arouse a sense 
of gratitude to God for them? How comfortable would you be to say to such a 
person, When I think of you, I give thanks to God for you? 

GROWING FAITH (PHIL . 1:9-11)

Verses 9-11
Having assured the Philippian believers of his heartfelt love for them 
and joyful times of prayer for them, Paul added a summary of what his 
intercessory prayers contained. At the top of his list was the request of 
God that their love might keep on growing. Putting it that way assured the 
church that he had no doubt about the abundance of their love; it already 
abounded. All that remained was for it to increase even more. 

Genuine Christlike love is not shallow sentiment or tolerant indulgence. 
He wanted the love that he made central in his praying for the Philippians to 
be characterized by knowledge and every kind of discernment. Knowledge 
has to do with content, while discernment focuses on the practical 
application of what is known. 

Godly love must be intelligent as well as morally sensitive and 
discerning. Claiming Christian love as a cover for accepting standards that 
are morally questionable or for overlooking and excusing the actions and 
attitudes of imperfect or immature believers is not a commendable virtue. 
While making allowances for human imperfections, we sincerely desire for 
those imperfections to lessen and growth toward Christian maturity to 
be evident. 

Having just summarized the basic content of his prayers for the 
Philippians, namely, their growth in love, Paul moved on to share his 
motivations for interceding on their behalf. The first and immediate 
purpose was that their growth in love would enable them individually and 
collectively to approve the things that are superior, that is, things that 
really matter or that are really the best. What really matters is that our love 

VERSES 9-11

9 And I pray this: that 
your love will keep on 
growing in knowledge 
and every kind of 
discernment, 10 so that 
you may approve the 
things that are superior 
and may be pure and 
blameless in the day of 
Christ, 11 filled with the 
fruit of righteousness 
that comes through 
Jesus Christ to the glory 
and praise of God.
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discerns not only what may be harmful to us or others and avoid it, but 
also discerns what is helpful in order to pursue it (1 Cor. 10:23). The idea 
of the term translated approve includes recognition of what is worthwhile 
or superior and then the choice to put into practice what is mentally 
recognized. 

Genuine growth in Christian 
love does not occur in the soil 
of hypocrisy. 

Second, spiritual discernment would ultimately lead to being found 
pure and blameless in the day Christ returns. Pure draws attention to the 
heart or innermost part of a person, while blameless puts the focus on the 
outer behavior others are able to observe. This was what God commanded 
for Abraham in Genesis 17:1, “live in my presence and be blameless.” God’s 
ideal is always for outer behavior to harmonize with inner motivations. 
When there is disharmony between the two, the charge of hypocrisy can 
be leveled against us. God’s goal is for His children to be inwardly what 
they wish to be seen outwardly. Genuine growth in Christian love does not 
occur in the soil of hypocrisy. 

Telescoping out of these first two purposes for continued growth in 
love is the third one: that spiritual growth would fill them with the fruit 
of righteousness. The dynamic nature of God’s inspired Word is seen in its 
two-edgedness. A single truth can cut in two directions, that is, have dual or 
multiple applications. In this phrase, the fruit of righteousness embraces the 
idea of fruit which is righteousness and the fruit that righteousness produces. 

The fruit of righteousness comes through Jesus Christ. We do not 
produce fruit; we simply bear what Christ produces in us and through us. 
Jesus, in His well-known analogy of a vine and its branches in John 15, 
made it clear that branches do not produce grapes; they only bear what 
the vine produces (see John 15:4-5). Christ is the vine; we are not. The 
indwelling Spirit of Christ is in the fruit-producing business. Galatians 
5:22-23 gives a list of the qualities that come by means of the Spirit. 

Finally, the fourth telescoping truth about growing in love and all that 
goes into that growth is that this whole process is to be to the glory and 
praise of God. All spiritual growth comes by means of Christ indwelling us 
by His Spirit, and the only legitimate exclamation is “to God be the glory; 
great things He has done.” 

Can you describe ways in which your faith in Christ is stronger now than 
it was at an earlier time in your life? What have been the incentives or 
enabling factors that have contributed to your growing faith? What, if 
anything, is hindering a growing faith?
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION
GREET: As the group arrives, greet each 
person with a warm salutation, such as  
“I’m excited that we have a first-time guest,” 
or  “It’s wonderful to see you today.” Be 
intentional about telling the group what a 
joy it is to see them. 

EXPOUND: Dwell on the feelings that 
friendly greetings evoke by encouraging 
the group to share whether using a person’s 
direct name during a greeting or reminders 
about shared experiences makes a 
difference. Draw attention to Pack Item 3  
(Poster: Key Words) and circle the word joy.

RESPOND: Inquire by show of hands 
whether the group agrees with the First 
Thoughts idea in the PSG (p. 10) that 
friends who pray for us are treasured. 
Note: Paul suggested that joy especially 
flows from remembering a friend in prayer or 
praying together.

TRANSITION: Point to Pack Item 2  
(Outlines of Philippians; Colossians; and 
Philemon) to preview the upcoming study. 
Introduce the session passage by describing 
Philippians as a letter Paul likely wrote to 
the Philippian believers during his first 
Roman imprisonment. 

GUIDE: Use Pack Item 1 (Map: Paul’s Second 
Missionary Journey) to trace his sojourns, 
including locating Philippi. Drawing on 
information found in Understanding the 
Context (pp. 14–15), sketch a brief history 
of Paul’s ministry in Philippi, the people 
he met, and major events that happened. 
Distribute Pack Item 7 (Handout: Paul’s 
Life Time Line) and encourage the group 
to mark the time when the letter was 
written (AD 62). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

READ: Invite a volunteer to read 
Philippians 1:1-2, while the rest of the 
group listens for key words. After the 
reading, encourage the group to call out 
words that stood out to them. 

IDENTIFY: Point out that, unlike 
contemporary letters, which end with 
a signature, Paul introduced himself as 
the writer up front to send his greetings. 
Alongside him was Timothy, his son in 
the faith, friend, and fellow missionary, 
who apparently visited him often in jail. 
Add notes about Timothy to Pack Item 
4 (Poster: Naming Names), and distribute 
copies of Pack Item 13 (Handout: Naming 
Names) for other verses to read related 
to Timothy.

DEFINE: Point to the intended recipients 
of the letter and provide meanings for the 
terms saints (members of local churches), 
overseers (pastors), and deacons (servant 
leaders). Say: These terms signify enduring 
personalities in the church. 

CLARIFY: Connect Paul’s use of the 
term servant to the words Jesus Christ. 
Discuss the nature of Paul and Timothy’s 
servitude by noting that it was voluntary, 
not coerced, stemming from grace and 
resulting in peace. 

EXPOUND: Explain Paul’s use of the term 
grace as the undeserved gift of salvation 
and peace as the unfathomable sense of 
calm that believers possess through faith 
and by the power of the Holy Spirit. Call 
for a volunteer to read Ephesians 2:8-9 
and Philippians 4:7 to further highlight 
these concepts.
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LOCATE: Draw attention to the paragraph 
at the bottom of page 12 in the PSG.

ASK: What does Paul’s greeting say about 
the connection believers have with one 
another? What role does a shared faith 
play in the connection? (PSG, p. 13) If 
Paul’s words in verse 2 could be considered 
a blessing how could you, too, speak 
blessings over others? Discuss intention 
and how Paul linked his words to God the 
Father and Jesus Christ.

READ: Call on a volunteer to read aloud 
Philippians 1:3-8, and compare to thank-
you notes that we write in response to gifts 
or kind acts.

LIST: Encourage the group to pinpoint 
why Paul remained grateful for and deeply 
affectionate toward the Philippians.

INQUIRE: How might viewing other 
believers as partners in the gospel impact 
how a person treats those other believers? 
How does viewing others as partners 
add to the joy found in the relationship? 
(PSG, p. 15)

AFFIRM: Suggest that prayer should be 
the natural expression of gratitude we 
feel for other believers. Draw attention to 
verse 6, this session’s memory verse, as a 
particularly relevant way to pray for any 
believers throughout our lives. Give each 
person a copy of Pack Item 8 (Handout: 
Memory Verses Bookmark) to use during 
this study.

EMPHASIZE: Highlight the Key Doctrine 
(Cooperation) on page 16 of the PSG. Then 
ask: What kinds of things help a church or 
a group like ours strengthen in unity?

READ: Lead the group to read 
Philippians 1:9-11, silently taking note 
of the ways that Paul prayed for spiritual 
growth in their lives.

NOTE: Point out that Paul began with 
a simple yet profound blessing for the 
people who had blessed him in the past 
and present, but these verses focused on 
expectations for future spiritual growth.

OUTLINE: Using the information from the 
PSG, break down the components that 
Paul said lead to spiritual maturity (agape 
love, knowledge, discernment) and their 
impact (approving the superior, pure and 
blameless lives, righteousness, all leading to 
glorifying Christ).

DISCUSS: How are knowledge and 
discernment connected? How do they 
complement each other? Why are both 
needed? (PSG, p. 17)

SUMMARIZE AND 
CHALLENGE
FOCUS: Remind the group that we are to be 
thankful in both our outward expressions 
of appreciation and the quiet privacy of our 
prayers for other Christians and to support 
their spiritual growth.

EVALUATE: Lead the group to discuss the 
second question set under Apply the Text 
on page 18 of the PSG: Think about Paul’s 
gratitude for the Philippians. Who do you 
feel that way about? How can you share 
that with them?

PRAY: Invite the group to remember and 
call aloud the names of Christians for 
whom they are thankful. Invite a volunteer 
to pray Philippians 1:6, the memory verse 
promise, over the group—that God, 
who began a good work in them or their 
ministries, will be faithful to complete it. 

EXTEND: Encourage the group to find 
a prayer partner for the week to share 
individual prayer concerns by text or phone 
and to pray for each other. 
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OPTIONS
Use these options to supplement and enhance the group plans on the 
previous pages.

MUSIC

Play the song “He Who Began a Good Work 
in You” by Steve Green, noting that the 
words and main theme are lifted directly 
from Philippians 1:6, this session’s memory 
verse. Refer to the Pack Item 8 (Handout:  
Memory Verses Bookmark) to encourage 
the group to memorize this verse to 
draw on during setbacks, failures, or 
disappointments.

WRITE 

Gather note cards and pens.

Distribute note cards and lead the group to 
write notes to Christian mentors for whom 
they are thankful or send them messages 
through social media. Discuss the benefits 
of handwritten notes in today’s world.

NATURE ILLUSTRATION

Lead the group outside near a small plant 
or tree as a symbol of Christian growth. 
Compare the sturdy trunk to agape love, 
which is found in Christ and keeps us 
rooted. Note that when the tree was a 
young sapling it was probably staked 
on one or both sides to withstand the 
elements until it could grow strong. Point 
out that Christians likewise should be 
staked with knowledge and discernment. 
Point to leaves as evidence of physical 
growth and righteousness as evidence of 
spiritual growth.

LIST

Lead the group to make a list of partners 
in the gospel. Include specific pastors, 
missionaries, ministry leaders, parachurch 
leaders, people from other churches, and so 
forth. Call on a volunteer to pray for these 
partners as Paul prayed for the Philippians. 

OBJECT LESSON

Gather a bowl, glass, water, and pebbles.

Place a glass as a symbol of the life God 
gives in a shallow bowl representing 
the world. Fill the glass with water and 
compare that act with what happens when 
Christ transforms a life and fills it with 
grace and peace. Hold up the pebbles and 
say they represent other Christians. Drop 
the pebbles into the full glass, likening that 
action to how one Christian pours into 
another’s life. As the cup overflows into 
the bowl, note that what is spilling over is 
the life that Christ gives—not wasted but 
shared with the world.




