
BIBLE BACKGROUND 

Philippians 4:1-9 

Verses 1-3 
Therefore, my brothers [and sisters] whom I love and long for, my joy and my crown, stand 
this way in the Lord, beloved.  I plead with Euodia and Syntyche to be of the same mind in 
the Lord.  Yes, I also ask you, true colleague, assist these [women] who have struggled 
along side of me in the cause of the gospel, with Clement and the rest working with me, 
whose names are in the book of life. 

In chapter 3, Paul speaks of his former life and how he had come to know Christ, his gift of 
righteousness and his promised resurrection.  Aware that many have rejected the message and 
have persecuted believers whilst living for worldly things, he encouraged the congregation in 
Philippi to await the coming of the Saviour. 

The final exhortations are founded on these prior verses.  Since he had been making his bold 
stand he asked the same of the disciples: Therefore, my brothers [and sisters]… stand this 
way in the Lord.  This was a favourite expression: stand στήκετε.  Standing on one’s own 
strength against opposition would not be viable; believers must keep on standing (present tense), 
in the Lord.  All of the Christian’s life is carried out through faith in the Lord, shortened to simply 
in the Lord.  The expression also has a mystical understanding, based on the baptismal union 
with Christ (Rom 6:1-6). 

Paul affectionally referred to the believers as people he loved and longed for and his crown.  
They were the good results of his labour (2Cor 1:14) and were his victorious crown (1Thess 
2:19,20). 

Unity in the New Testament churches was a paramount feature for all were called by Christ to live 
in love and serve the cause of the gospel together (2:2; Rom 15:5).  Euodia and Synthyche did 
not have competing beliefs but were in conflict over some other matter; they could not agree, 
literally to have the same mind. They were stuck in opposition to each other and had not 
resolved the issue and were no longer acting as two people in the same Lord.  Following a 
resolution should come confession and absolution, that is, reconciliation.  Paul, therefore, asked 
Timothy to assist them, through coaching in the word of God.  A third, neutral party, not taking 
sides, is often required.  He is referred to as Paul’s true colleague γνήσιε σύζυγε. 

They were important co-workers and leaders in the congregation, having great influence and 
potentially causing division and members took sides.  Their importance was signified by their 
front-line work in the gospel, called a struggle of the gospel here (Rom 15:30).  People of high 
standing, such as Clement were with these ladies as were the rest of the team.  But they needed 
to be assisted, literally, seized or arrested συλλαµβάνου.   

Verses 4,5 
Rejoice in the Lord always.  Again, I say, rejoice in the Lord.  Let your gentleness be 
known to all people.  The Lord is near. 

Three statements occur without a strong or logical connection.  The first is, Rejoice in the Lord 
always.  Again, I say, rejoice in the Lord.  From verse five, the Lord can be identified as the 
Lord Jesus.  To rejoice is the opposite of being anxious, sad and weighed down by life’s 
disappointments and miseries.  The word rejoice, χαίρετε, refers to not merely a human emotion 
but a state of the mind for joy is not joy in one’s favourable circumstances but it is a joy that 
comes from the Lord (3:1).  The Christian has a foundation of happiness and joy that comes from 
the victory of Christ over the grave, over suffering, trouble from sin and mistakes, over ill health 
and accident, over persecution and poverty.  The state of mind therefore, is trust, and from this 
trust comes peace (John 14:1, 27; 16:33).  However, Paul goes beyond this peace to actual 



rejoicing.  Rejoicing can only occur when the Christian understands the smallness of our 
problems in comparison to the greatness of the gift of God in Christ.  Romans 5:1 traces the 
progression of justification to peace and peace to joy in our sufferings.  The magnitude of God’s 
love in Christ is much greater than the puny size of our earthly troubles (Romans 8:18).  All things 
pass.  All things break down and eventually disappear.  What remains forever is the Lord and his 
grace (Psalm 42:5). 

There will be exercises and disciplines that need to follow from this victory in Christ and prospect 
of glory.  One is to cultivate a sense of the presence of God.  Another is to see events as 
ordained by God (Romans 8:28).  Much grief comes from exerting our will over the world and 
over others.  When it does not conform we become unhappy.  Jesus often spoke of the stresses 
of life driving out his gift of the kingdom (Matthew 13:20-22).  The network of the church should 
not be overlooked as well.   

Let your gentleness be known to all people.  The Lord is near.  επιεικες can also mean 
kindness.  Instead of an aggressive approach, a gentle and kind demeanour towards others is the 
Christian’s goal.  The connection to the three statements may be this: Paul is thinking of how 
Christians should act in the last phase of the world’s history.  They need to have an abiding joy in 
the Lord’s gift of salvation.  Since he is near and the Lord’s salvation is about to be visibly 
manifested and the Christian’s glory be established, stress, feelings of pressure, anxious striving 
for an earthly successful life must be supplanted by a gentle spirit. By being gentle with others,  
the mission of the church can go forward and be and the believers in Christ be ready for the 
Lord’s return (Tit 3:2).  Jesus said that the kingdom was near (Mark 1:15; James 5:8) and that 
prophecy came true in his establishment of the kingdom through his death, resurrection and 
ascension (Heb 10:37).  Since the kingdom is in place, then the coming of the king and our 
Saviour must be soon.  All Christians should live in the promise that Christ could come today or 
tomorrow.   

Verses 6,7 
Do not be anxious but in all your prayers and calls for mercy make known your requests to 
God with thanksgiving.   
And the peace of God that surpasses all human thoughts will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus.   

We recall our Lord’s injunctions to his followers that they do not worry about food, clothing and 
wealth (Matthew 6:25-34).  Further, he gave great encouragement to his disciples to pray without 
ceasing and indeed gave them a prayer to use (Luke 18:1-8; Matthew 6:9-13).  Jesus explained 
that we can trust our heavenly Father and therefore pray with confidence and faith (Matthew 
21:21,22; Mark 11:24; Matthew 7:11). 

Paul addresses one of the great problems of humanity and that is concern about one’s security.  
The desire to be one’s own lord and master is a result of sin but this need to have control of the 
future can only be countered by prayer and trust in the Father’s goodness toward us, which is 
verified by Christ himself.  Hence, Paul can then instruct that with requests concerning all our 
needs we add to the prayer thanksgiving ευχαριστίας.  Our joy in God’s salvation must also be felt 
in our prayers and in the context of our problems.  Christians, like others, suffer greatly.  Pain 
cannot be eliminated in this fallen world until the coming of Christ.  Our hope is that Christ is near 
and the proper functioning of our world will be restored by him.  This too is a cause for 
thanksgiving.  But repeated crop failure or loss of family members in grevious tragedies will go 
on.  But anxiety, fear, bitterness and sadness need not be the dominating reaction to these 
events.   

Not only will the Spirit answer our prayers with a change in our emotional well being but he will 
provide real physical answers.  While these answers may not be what we expect or even request, 
the call to pray is based on the firm truth that God listens and will give us a new pathway or even 
a resolution of the problem we face.  All the examples of people experience healing or 
forgiveness are present in Scripture to encourage to believe with thanksgiving, that God’s 



almighty and miraculous power is at work in the lives of his children to provide for them in their 
need.  A good example is Abraham and the ram caught in the thicket (Genesis 22:7-14). 

Peace ειρήνη is not here the peace of reconciliation but the power of God displayed in Christ to 
overcome all human troubles.  See the comments above.  Jesus left us with his peace and this is 
not merely the peace of having what we want and our lives going our own way but peace won by 
Christ in a world hostile to God and damaged in its physical functions (John 20:19,21).  That is 
why it surpasses human abilities of comprehension.  The scope of our thinking is quite narrow 
because we are preoccupied with our concerns.  God not only thinks and acts on a universal 
scale through Christ but he is able to confront the underlying problem of a malfunctioning world; 
our sin.   

Since God can work on a cosmic scale and also on an infinitely small scale, actually working 
within atoms and the structures of the universe, as he has demonstrated in Christ, then he can 
operate over our minds, emotions and physical states (Ephesians 1:18-23; 3:20).  The phrase in 
Christ Jesus εν Χριστω Ιησου supports this some-what mystical thinking.  In Christ Jesus refers 
in fact to the bond with him we have through faith, a spiritual connection to Christ or relationship 
with him.  Perhaps no more is being said here than that Christ dwells with us and we in him and 
because of this unity we share in his loving power that will protect our inner self from succumbing 
to despondency.   

We live with Christ “in the eye of the storm” (Koehne).  

Verses 8,9 
For the remaining things, brothers [and sisters], whatever is true, whatever is worthy of 
respect, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is of good 
repute, if anything is morally excellent, if anything praise-worthy, meditate on such things.  
What you learned, what you received, what you heard, what you saw in me, carry these 
things out.  And the God of peace will be with you. 

A deceptively simple passage exhorting Christians to imitate good behaviours and to put into 
practice what the apostle taught and did. 

Paul concludes his letter with a paranetic section and discusses remaining things το λοιπόν.  He 
lists a number of virtuous ways the Philippians could conduct themselves.  The instructions are 
not specific for he suggests such things as or whatever in his construction.  It is open as to what 
the congregation could consider, no doubt guided by basic Christian principles as love, service, 
holiness, Christ-likeness.  Believers could look to examples within the Christian community or 
anything amongst non-believers and people of other faiths.  Paul is not a bigot.  He is prepared to 
acknowledge lovely ways of behaving that others manage to accomplish.   

This must be seen as a general remark being made.  Rejoicing in the Lord is not something that 
non-Christians could do.  Sharing the gospel, obedience to God or relying on God’s peace are 
beyond those outside of Christ.  But God has made a good creation and Paul asks the 
congregation to take from their contexts whatever is pure and right etc.  It must also be added 
that the underlying motivation is the new creation, the regeneration of the new person through 
baptism (Rom 6:2-4; 2Cor 5:17) and once this is in place, Christians will aim for behaviours that 
are pleasing to God and conform to Christ. 

As for the list itself, Paul mentions good actions.  He is not suggesting Christians study or learn 
pagan doctrines.  His concern is about morality. 
True – correct behaviour or actions conforming to Christian ethics 
Revered – σεµνά, anything worthy of respect, honorable or dignified (1Tim 3:11) 
Right – related to righteous, reflecting the will of God expressed in his commandments 



Pure – related to holy, the cultic expression of righteousness.  Those things that indicate you are 
set apart for God. 
Pleasing – προσφιλή, literally, something to love. 
Good repute – εΰφηµα, literally, good report 
Morally excellent – αρετή, virtuous 
Praise worthy – έπαινς, from the verb to praise. 

To think on such things, means to remove from one’s contemplation lies, scheming, disrespect 
and filthy language, selfishness, meanness and revenge etc. and to meditate and to put before 
oneself what is worthy and good.  Some things that come through the media, what can be read or 
demonstrated by others, may have to be avoided.  Paul’s words in 1Cor 15:33 are relevant 
because directions from one’s peer group can fall far short of Christian perfection and can the 
underlying message or belief can be misleading and false. 

Again, Paul goes back to what has been demonstrated and what he has passed on.  Tradition 
comes from the Latin to pass on, and Paul taught the orthodox tenets of Christianity, the creedal 
statements alluded to in the epistles.  In that case, the Philippians not only learned but received 
a standard body of teaching.  One would expect that only hearing was necessary, but Paul 
considered his behaviour as a form of teaching, a pattern the Philippians were to follow.  Hence 
he says, what you heard, what you saw in me (3:17).  Church is a school and discipleship 
requires example and fellowship from the leaders. 

And the God of peace will keep you. 


