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Introduction

About This Study
This study was originally written in the fall of 2005 for a network of house churches in Southern 
Nevada called Hart Haus.  Each week the members of the community would commit to spend 5 days 
studying the designated passage of scripture and then share what they learned with the group when 
they gathered in the various homes on Sunday.    

About the Author
Steve Thomason is first and foremost a child of God that is committed 
to loving his wife and four children.  He currently resides in the 
suburbs of Minneapolis, Minnesota.  
Steve has two passions in life.  The first is teaching people about 
God and how to grow in a relationship with the Creator.  His second 
passion is art -- specifically cartooning and animation.  Throughout 
his career he has sought to blend these two passions together to create 
visually interesting lessons that draw people closer to God.
From 1994-2002 Steve was in Adult Minstries at Central 
Christian Church in Las Vegas, Nevada.  During those years Steve 
led small group ministries, adult education classes, and wrote 
curriculum for both settings.  Along the way he earned a Masters 
of Divinity degree from Bethel Theological Seminary through their                                                                     
In-Ministry Program.
In 2002 Steve and his family joined with a group of friends to explore 
what it would look like to “do church” in a different way.  For the next 
5 years they experimented with being a community in a network of 
house churches called Hart Haus.  During those years Steve wrote a 
daily Bible Study that combined cartoons and Bible Commentary.
In 2009 Steve set out on a new leg of his teacher/artist journey.  He took the Hart Haus studies 
and used them as the foundation for creating Vibble Books.  His desire is to see Vibble Books and        
VibbleSpace.com become a resource for his generation to engage with the reality of God’s Love so that 
God’s Kingdom can be realized in our world.
Discover more resources at www.vibblespace.com

Colorful Cartoons
At the beginning of each lesson you will find a cartoon illustration that attempts to encapsulate the 
letter.  These illustrations were originally created in vibrant color.  In order to keep the cost of this book 
to a minimum, the interior was printed in black and white.  If you would like to see the illustrations in 
color, please visit www.vibblespace.com/studies/pauls-letters/
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Introduction

An Unfolding Story
Why are we so excited about a bunch of letters 
that were written 2,000 years ago?  And, why are 
you asking me to devote sixteen weeks of my life 
to study them?  Those are valid questions. 
Next to Jesus Christ Himself, one of the most 
influential people in the formation of the Christian 
Church and its various interpretations of God, 
salvation, and daily living, is the Apostle Paul.  In 
this study we will look at Paul’s letters that have 
been preserved for us through time.  Each of these 
letters was written to either a specific church or a 
specific individual during the years A.D. 50-64.  
If you were to open the New Testament and begin 
reading Paul’s letters in the order they are found 
there (called the ‘canonical order’) you would 
read them as follows:  Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 
Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, 
Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, 
1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon.  When 
the original compilers of the New Testament 
got together in the early 300’s they decided to 
organize Paul’s letters according to size and type.  
The first category was letters written to churches, 

so they began with the big Daddy – Romans – and 
worked down to the smallest – 2 Thessalonians.  
The second category was letters to individuals.  
This, too, was organized by size.  
While this method forms a nice, tidy organizational 
system (perhaps our early fathers worked for the 
Imperial Post Office!) it does little for us in regards 
to understanding the developing theology within 
the mind and ministry of Paul.  In this study we 
will be reading Paul’s letters in chronological 
order.  When we organize his letters in this way 
we discover a beautiful correlation between 
them and the book of Acts.  Ideally you would 
study Acts 9-28 in conjunction with the letters, 
observing how most of the letters were actually 
written while the story of Acts was unfolding.  For 
example, if you want to understand the message 
to the church in Thessalonica then you must 
read Acts 15-17 to see how Paul was railroaded 
out of that town, prematurely, by some very 
irate politicians.  Throughout the course of this 
study I will make reference to the appropriate 
sections of Acts and encourage you to go there                                                 
for more context.
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Here is the order in which we will read Paul’s 
letters and how they correlate to his journeys

Acts 9•	  – Paul’s conversion
Acts 13-14•	  – Paul’s 1st Journey through the 
region of Galatia 
Acts 15•	  – The Jerusalem Council

Galatians written
Acts 16-18•	  – Paul travels through Philippi, 
Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth
Acts 19•	  – Paul’s ministry in Ephesus

1 Corinthians written
Acts 20•	  – Paul sweeps through Macedonia 
and Greece (Corinth)

2 Corinthians written

Romans written
Acts 21-26•	  – Paul arrested in Jerusalem 
and imprisoned in Caesarea
Acts 27-28•	  -- Paul under house arrest                     
in Rome

Ephesians written

Philippians written

Colossians written

Philemon written

After Acts 
Paul released from house arrest and sails to • 
Spain

1 Timothy written

Titus written
Paul arrested and imprisoned in Roman • 
dungeon

2 Timothy written
Paul is executed• 

Reading Other People’s Mail
When studying the Bible it is important to 
understand two important facts.  First, not all 
books of the Bible are the same.  Some books are 
histories, some are law codes, others are poems, 
and still others are personal mail.  Secondly, 
there are different rules of interpretation for each 
genre of literature.
As we begin to study the Epistles (as they are 
traditionally called) we must take a moment to 
review the rules for reading other people’s mail.
1.  It’s not your mail.  Paul’s letters were 

not written to you.  They were written by a 
specific person to a specific person or group 
of people in a specific place about a specific 
situation.  It is a dangerous and incorrect 
practice to make direct correlation between 
Paul’s specific application points within the 
letters and life in the 21st century.  Does that 
mean that there is no value in reading the 
letters?  Of course there is!  As a student of 
the letters it is your job to discern the deep, 
foundational, universal theology behind the 
specific applications that Paul makes.  This is 
called the “timeless principle.” For example, 
and most fundamentally, the message of 
the gospel is love: the unconditional, other-
oriented love of God.  What did love look like 
in each situation?  What did love look like in 
Corinth?  In Ephesus?  In Colossi?  In each 
city Paul knew the specific dynamic that was 
happening between human personalities, 
between the Gentiles and the Jews, between 
the church and the local government.  In 
each case there was a different way in which 
Paul instructed the people to behave.  And 
yet, there are also many, many universal and 
obvious things that Paul taught them as well.  
It is our job to be like the old 49ers of the 
Gold Rush who diligently dipped their pans 
in the river.  We must sift through the cultural 
context of the letter and find the golden nugget                   
for today.

2.  Its like playing telephone.  Have you ever 
been sitting in a room with someone who was 
talking on the phone?  Sometimes its fun to try 
to guess what the person on the other end of 
the line is saying by listening to the responses 
the person in front of you is giving.  That is 
what reading the epistles is like.  Paul’s letters 
were written in response to either specific 
questions that had been asked to him or to 
specific situations that had been brought to 
his attention.  Here is an example scenario.  
Paul is living in Ephesus for nearly two years.  
While he is there some of his associates had 
sailed across the small Aegean Sea to visit the 
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Introduction

church in Corinth that Paul had started a few 
years earlier.  When they return they rushed 
into Paul’s tent shop in disgust and alarm and 
rattle off a list of things that they had observed 
in Corinth that they knew would give Paul 
great cause for distress.  Quickly Paul called 
for a scribe and some parchment.  “OK, tell 
me again, one at a time, the things you saw…” 
then he proceeded to address those issues, 
with the faces of the people in his mind all the 
while.  As soon as the ink was dry he sealed 
it up and gave it to the messenger saying, 
“Quickly, take this to them before it is too 
late!”  As students of these letters it is our 
job to discern what the original questions/
situations were that prompted Paul to write.  
Ascertaining this will give us a better ability 
to correctly interpret his instructions.

3.  The letters are not theology textbooks 
or instructional sermons.  When a 
teacher has the intention of sitting down to 
write an instructional document he generally 
tries to be comprehensive and thorough, 
building a clear and logical argument that 
takes into account as many aspects of the 
subject as possible.  When you crack open 
a theology book you expect to find all of the 
“biggie” questions addressed in an integrated 
manner.  We must remember that, with the 
possible exception of Romans, Paul’s letters 
ARE NOT THEOLOGICAL TEXTBOOKS!  
Paul wrote the letters to his churches with a 
basic presupposition that his people already 
knew his theology and shared it as a common 
language.  It is similar to a family that shares 
“inside jokes” or “family stories.”  When 
these things are shared within a family it is 
sometimes possible to communicate a very 
long and complicated story with a subtle shift 
of the eye or a simple phrase.  Those outside 
the family would not have enough information 
to correctly interpret the look or simple 
phrase, yet the family would know exactly 
what they meant.  In the letters Paul shares 
a theological language and understanding 
with his people that can only be developed 
through personal relationship.  Not only 
did they share a theological language, they 
shared linguistic and cultural idioms as well.  
In writing, Paul alludes to his core theology, 
but does not present it deeply and thoroughly.  
The separation of time, language, and culture 
stands as a barrier between the true meaning 
in Paul’s day and us as 21st century readers.  
In light of this, we must be careful to not build 
large theological constructs for our lives out 
of only one verse in Paul’s letters.  We must be 
careful to not take a verse “out of context.”  As 

we do the work of theology we must draw from 
the whole of Paul’s letters, distill the timeless 
principles, add them to the golden nuggets we 
have gleaned from the rest of scripture, fold 
them into the contemporary issues, catalyze 
them with the dynamic presence of the Holy 
Spirit in our lives, and DING! We have a 
working recipe for life in the 21st century.

A Response
There are at least three possible responses to the 
brief introduction that I have just presented to 
you.  The first response may go something like this, 
“Oh, that’s a bunch of liberal hogwash designed 
to undermine the authority of God’s Word.  The 
textual, literary, historical, form, and redaction 
critical methods that were developed in the 19th 
century and refined throughout the 20th century 
have led the church into a state of dissolution and 
decay1.  We need to reject that kind of thinking 
and ‘just get back to the Bible’” If that is your 
perspective, then I respect that.  However, for 
the record, I do not align myself with the classical 
tradition called “Protestant Liberalism.”  While 
I do not agree with their anti-supernatural and 
demythologizing tendencies, I do think that their 
critical methods have shed new light on Scripture 
and have provided a wealth of tools and insights 
for the serious student of the most important, 
and authoritative, document ever written.  Please 
be advised, however, that, if you fall into this first 
camp of reaction to my introduction, you may 
want to spare yourself the pain of reading the rest 
of my commentary on Paul’s letters.  Out of love 
for you, I’m giving you the ‘out’ right now.
There is a second possible reaction. You may 
get a little discouraged and think, “If it is that 
complicated or hidden behind cultural context, 
then is it even possible to figure out what the 
truth is?  What’s the point of studying the Bible?  
Can we really ever know the truth?  I just want 
to know what is right and then do it.”  If that is 
your reaction then let me encourage you. First 
of all, take a deep breath….God is real.  God is 
in control.  The gospel is incredibly simple. God 
loves you.  Jesus saves you.  Just believe and love.  
There. It really is that easy.  The reason we study 
the Bible is to grow in our ability to discern who 
God is, how He interacts with people, how people 
who have encountered Him have responded to 
His reality in practical ways, and then encounter 
God in our own lives, within our own culture, 
and respond authentically and appropriately so 
that the love of God can be spread to everyone 
we encounter.  I don’t believe the universe is 
like a big machine that runs in a linear fashion 
according to black/white, right/wrong rules and 
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regulations.  I believe the universe is much more 
subtle and “organic” than that. We don’t follow an 
abstract theological idea or a religious system that 
is about being “right.”  Rather, we are engaged in 
a dynamic relationship with a loving Heavenly 
Father who is continually calling us forward to 
grow and develop and discover the depths of His 
love and the multifaceted nature of His eternal 
mysteries.  Embrace the dance, persevere on the 
journey, and trust in the lover of your soul.  
There is one more possible reaction that I’d like 
to address.  You may think, “Ah, that feels like a 
breath of fresh air.”  Good.  Breathe it in.  Jesus 
said that the Spirit is like the wind.  In the Old 
Testament the word for breath and spirit were 
the same and indistinguishable.  The Spirit is 
the air we breathe.  The love of God gives life to 
our bones.  My prayer for you and for this study, 
to quote Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church, is      
that God

may strengthen you with power through 
His Spirit in your inner being, so that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through 
faith. And I pray that you, being rooted 
and established in love, may have power, 
together with all the saints, to grasp 
how wide and long and high and deep 
is the love of Christ,  and to know this 
love that surpasses knowledge—that you 
may be filled to the measure of all the                   
fullness of God.        
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Philippians

Introduction
When you boil it down to its bare bones, Paul’s 
letter to the Philippians is essentially a thank 
you note for a gift.  Paul had been under house-
arrest in Rome for some time, waiting for his day 
in court.  One day, as he sat, possibly wondering 
what God was really up to with this extended 
incarceration, in walks an old friend.  
“Epaphroditus!  What a pleasant surprise.  You’ve 
traveled all the way from Philippi just to see me; 
that touches me deeply.  Oh, and what’s this…a 
gift, for me?”
Paul has a catch in his throat as the emotions 
overwhelm him.  Just when he was on the verge 
of giving in to discouragement, God sends a 
gracious gift and a physical token of true love 
from the family of believers he had left behind in 
the Roman colony of Philippi.
I’m sure his mind must have flashed back to the 
story we find in Acts 16.  Paul had been planning 
to set up his mission outpost in Ephesus, but 
God diverted his course and had led him to the  
northern town of Troas instead.  From there Paul 
received the vision of a man from Macedonia, 
beckoning him to cross the Aegean Sea and bring 

the good news of Jesus to the Macedonians.  
Macedonia.  He hadn’t thought that far in his 
vision, but he was willing to go.  
It was in Philippi that the first Macedonian (and 
European) church was formed.  This city had 
a rich, pagan history.  It was named after King 
Philip, the father of Alexander the Great, and 
was a strategic port city for the Macedonian and 
Greek Empire.  In 168BC it fell into the hands of 
the Romans and became a true colony of Rome.  
It was transformed into a mini-Rome and was 
a favorite retirement spot for officers of the         
Roman army. 
Unique in Paul’s missionary endeavors, Philippi 
was one of the few cities that did not have a 
strong Jewish population.  Therefore, the group 
of believers that formed there was emerging from 
a predominately Roman worldview.
During his time in Philippi Paul drove a demon 
out from a little girl.  This exorcism threatened         
the financial well-being of the slave-girls owners 
and caused a commotion among the citizens        
which ended up in Paul and Silas being thrown 
into prison.  During the night the prison was 
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shaken by an earthquake that opened all the cell 
doors.  Paul and Silas did not flee, however, but 
instead led the prison warden to Jesus.  Being a 
Roman citizen himself, Paul was spared a brutal 
beating and was simply led out of the city and 
asked to move on.  During the next part of his 
journey, as he traveled through Thessalonica, 
Berea, Athens, and Corinth, the believers in 
Philippi kept in contact with Paul and supported 
him financially.  
Now, once again, the Philippians demonstrate 
their love for Paul and their tenacious desire 
to support him in his ministry by sending 
Epaphroditus with a gift of money.  He did not 
only bring a gift, Epaphroditus also brought news 
of the state of the Philippian church.  Apparently 
some of the Judaizers – Paul’s nemesis that 
we have discussed in several other letters – 
had moved into Philippi and were trying to 
pull the Gentile church apart.  The pressure 
must have been getting to the people, because 
even the strong members and leaders, like 
Euodia and Syntyche, were beginning to get at                                                                                                
each others throats.  
Paul must have been heartbroken at this news.  
He knew he must write back and tell the church 
“Thank You” and also warn them to not give in to 
the pressure of the Judaizers.  But, before he had 
a chance to write the letter, Epaphroditus became 
ill and almost died.  Paul felt the urgency to write 
the letter and so wanted to send it with Timothy.  
But he also knew that the Philippians would be 
worried sick about Epaphroditus.  Paul decided 
to wait until Epaphroditus became well again, 
and then sent the letter with him.
As you read this letter keep two important factors 
in mind:
1.   Paul is in prison as he writes.  It is a very 

real possibility that Caesar may find him to 
be a threat to the Empire and order him to 
be executed.  With this dark background the 
bright colors of the words “joy” and “rejoice” 
jump off the page for us, and give us the 
encouragement we need to press on through 
difficult times.

2. The church in Philippi was predominately 
from a Gentile background and was being 
faced with the pressures of a Jewish, legalistic 
system.  Notice the antidotes that Paul 
prescribes to fight off these viruses and to 
keep back the “dogs” that seek to destroy the 
church.
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Philippians

Lesson 1
Philippians 1:1-26• 

Study Questions
How does Paul feel about the church          
in Philippi?

What is Paul’s prayer for the people?

What is Paul’s attitude toward his  
present situation?

Food for Thought

A Prayer (1:9-11)
I’d like to hone in on three verses from this section; 
1:9-11.  These verses are special to me because they 
are my life verses.  They became this because of 
a very special “aha” experience I had early in my 
teaching ministry.  While I was teaching a course 
that we called GED (Growth through Education 
and Discipleship) we were studying the topic of 
Bible Study Methods.  I was simply trying to teach 
the class how to use the proper methods to get to 
the accurate meaning of the text.  Our ‘lab’ text 
was the letter to the Philippians.  The students 
were assigned to analyze the letter, chart it out, 
and present it to the rest of the class.  
It was during my prep for that class, and  
specifically while  analyzing these three  verses, 
that God hit me right between the eyes and 
changed my perspective forever.  Prior to this 
time I was purely a “head” guy.  To me, the most 
important thing that a person could acquire 
was proper knowledge of the scripture.  I was 
motivated to teach people the Bible to free them 
from the bondage of ignorance.  My prayer for 
the church was that they would “abound with 
knowledge, and then the knowledge would set 
them free.”  Then I read Paul’s prayer for his 
people in Philippi.  What does Paul want to 
abound in their lives?  Not knowledge.  His prayer 
was for love.  BAM!  Then it hit me. Love is the 
core of God’s plan and purpose for creation, not 
knowledge.  I stood before the class and confessed 
this to them and asked that God would transform 
my character from being a knowledge seeker to 
that of being a love gusher.  
In light of this experience, and my fondness for 
this passage, plus the incredible message that 
it holds for all of us, let’s spend a few moments 
walking through this prayer.

And this is my prayer: that your 
love may abound more and more 
There’s that word again: “abound”.  It is the word 
that is elsewhere translated “overflow.”  Paul 
doesn’t just want the church to love some of the 
time.  He doesn’t even want it to be filled with 
love.  Paul wants the church to gurgle and gush 
and overflow with love.  He throws two extra 
“mores” on top of overflow to say that he wants 
the church to never stop growing in love so that, 
more and more, it wells up and pours over the 
top, touching everyone it meets.  When love 
gushes out of us, we have little room for anger, 
bitterness, envy, greed, complaining, etc.  
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The question is, “how do we get to the place 
where we can love like that?”  The answer is in the                                                                   
next phrase.

in knowledge and depth of insight, 
Here we have two Greek words that merit 
definition:  “knowledge” (epignosis) and “depth 
of insight” (aesthesis).  If we are to know how 
love can abound it is important that we truly 
understand the meaning of epignosis. This is 
where I made my big mistake.  Knowledge is 
not the acquisition of information.  ginosko 
emphasizes understanding rather than sensory 
perception…and suggests the act of knowing 
rather than knowledge as such. This act embraces 
every organ and mode of knowledge, e.g., by 
seeing, hearing, investigation, or experience, and 
of people as well as things. Supremely, however, 
knowledge implies verification by the eye; hence 
the dominant concept is that of knowledge by 
objective observation.   In other words, knowledge 
is actively participating in reality and accurately 
perceiving it.  Then, Paul adds, for love to abound 
we must be aesthetes.  The word aesthesis is 
where we get our word “aesthetics.”  It means to 
use the senses to perceive beauty.  
Paul is saying, “Let love gush out of your life 
in an accurate perception of reality and the 
comprehension of beauty.  Don’t just theorize 
about things, really look at what is going on 
around you and see the good in it!”
Why?  So you can do the following…

so that you may be able to discern 
what is best
This is a very difficult phrase to translate.  It 
literally reads, “into the testing you the things 
that are different”  Huh?  
Many translations read this as “so that you can 
approve what is excellent” or “that you will see 
the difference between good and bad and choose 
the good.”  
I like to translate it, “so that you can figure out 
what makes a follower of Jesus different from the 
crowd; special, a cut above the rest, not following 
the selfishness of man, but flowing in the love        
of God.”
Paul goes on to describe what being “different” 
looks like…

and may be pure and blameless 
until the day of Christ,  filled with 
the fruit of righteousness that 
comes through Jesus Christ—to the 
glory and praise of God.
Here are three descriptions of the follower                   
of Jesus:  
Pure, blameless, and filled with the fruit                             
of righteousness.

Pure.  The Greek word is • heilikrineis.  Heilos 
= sun.  Kriei = to judge. To be pure is to be 
tested by the sun.  It is the same as a previous 
discussion we have had regarding the word 
“sincere;” to be without wax.  In the ancient 
world if a potter had a crack in a pot and 
wanted to trick his customer he would fill the 
crack with wax.  A shrewd buyer would hold 
the pot up to the sun to see if the sunlight 
would shine through the wax.  Thus, a 
“pure” pot was “sun-tested.”  A love-gushing 
follower of Jesus has no wax-filled cracks.  
That doesn’t mean there aren’t any cracks; it 
just means that there isn’t any pretense.  As 
followers of Jesus we are up front about our 
cracks, we don’t hide them from anyone, and 
we allow God to fill them in with true clay 
that can make us whole and “pure.”
Blameless.  The Greek word is • aposkopos.                      
“1. “not causing to fall,” “not stumbling,” 
“intact,” and 2. “not giving offense,” 
“inoffensive,” “blameless,” “not taking 
offense” (e.g., a clear conscience).”  As 
followers of Jesus we do not get offended, nor 
do we intentionally cause offense to others.  
How can we do this?  We do it through the 
knowledge and aesthetics that we discussed 
above.  We look through the eyes of God and 
see people for what they really are; they are 
children of God that are in process.  When 
people hurt us, we can realize that they are 
probably in a state of inner pain themselves, 
so we can let the hurt bounce off of us and we 
can respond with God’s love to them.
Filled with the fruit of righteousness.  Here • 
we could launch into a study of Galatians 
5:22-25.  The fruit of righteousness is 
synonymous with the fruit of the Spirit.  
The important thing here is twofold.  1) The 
fruit comes from Jesus.  He is the vine, we 
are the branches.  It is His fruit, not ours.  
Our job is to stay connected to Him and let 
Him produce His fruit.  2) The Father is the 
Gardener.  The fruit exists, not to bring glory 
to us, but to bring a harvest for the Gardener.  
God’s glory is our ultimate motivation in all 
that we think, say, and do.
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Read Eugene Peterson’s translation of this 
passage in The Message:

So this is my prayer: that your love 
will flourish and that you will not 
only love much but well. Learn to love 
appropriately. You need to use your head 
and test your feelings so that your love 
is sincere and intelligent, not sentimental 
gush. Live a lover’s life, circumspect and 
exemplary, a life Jesus will be proud of: 
bountiful in fruits from the soul, making 
Jesus Christ attractive to all, getting 
everyone involved in the glory and praise 
of God. (Philippians 1:9-11 The Message)

A Prayer Answered
Before we leave today we must address a very 
important topic in this passage.  If you will 
remember at the end of Romans we discussed 
Paul’s prayer and his plans to travel to Rome on 
his way to Spain. In that section we discussed how 
Paul’s prayers were not answered in the way that 
he requested and we postulated on how that may 
have emotionally affected Paul and how those 
kinds of events affect our lives.  In this passage 
we bring resolution to those questions.  Here 
Paul reassures the worried Philippians that his 
difficult circumstances are actually working out 
for the good of God’s Kingdom.  
Originally Paul had wanted to simply stop off 
in Rome on his way to Spain so that he would 
not be accused of “building on someone else’s 
foundation.” Had he done that, he would probably 
have never experienced the depth of ministry that 
he was having during his time of house arrest.  
Just think about it.  Can you imagine being the 
guard that was chained to Paul 24/7.  Those 
poor guys couldn’t help but be inundated by the 
gospel, not just in words, but in the consistency 
of a life-pattern lived out before their eyes.  Paul 
was making a deep impact on the palace guard, 
which, in turn, would have a ripple effect in the 
very foundation of the Empire itself.
As hard as it may be for us to swallow at the time, 
God truly does work out every situation for the 
good of His Kingdom.  How does this happen?  It 
is a simple matter of perspective and attitude.  As 
we will see throughout this letter, Paul encourages 
the church to realize that everything is a matter of 
attitude.  There is good in everything if we will 
only allow ourselves to see through the eyes of 
God.  Too many times we find it easier to whine 
about our pain and suffering.  When we do that 
it takes us off the hook.  We get to crawl into a 
hole and disengage from the world and say, 
“Oh, I don’t have to be loving today, because my 
circumstances are bringing me down.”  Paul says, 

“No way.  Our circumstances come and go, but the 
fact of God’s love is what holds it all together.”  
Where are you today?  Are you hurting because 
of circumstances?  Here are two words for you:  
First, don’t deny your feelings. It’s OK to cry. It’s 
OK to emote authentically before God. In fact, 
given the proper environment, it is cathartic and 
necessary for you to process through your grief 
and pain.  Secondly, don’t let your pain blind you 
from the blessing.  God does love you and there 
is something good in every circumstance that He 
can use to build you up and make you a better 
love-gusher in His Kingdom.
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Lesson 2
Philippians 1:27-2:18• 

Study Questions
What circumstances were the Philippians 
facing?

How did Paul encourage the Philippians 
to deal with these circumstances?

What example did Jesus set for the 
church?

How should followers of Jesus conduct   
themselves in the world?  Why?

Food for Thought
What do you do when people throw stones at you?  
How do we typically react?  As children, when the 
bully came by and pulled on our hair, or threw 
rocks at us, or called us all sorts of cutting names, 
what did we typically do?  We either melted and 
ran away, feeling crushed and demoralized, or 
we got riled up and fought back.  As adults we 
are still faced with similar situations.  For some 
our “bullying” is little more than snide remarks 
or a misunderstood labeling and dismissal.  For 
others, especially those in other countries, the 
“bullying” may be as severe as imprisonment and 
death.  How should we respond?  In this passage 
Paul gives us the answer.

The Philippians were being bullied.  In 2:30 Paul 
says, “Since you are going through the same 
struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still 
have.” Apparently the Philippians were coming 
under attack for their belief and allegiance to 
Jesus as the Supreme Ruler of the universe.  The 
“struggle” that Paul had when he was in Philippi 
was being thrown in prison.  The “struggle” he 
was currently experiencing was that of being 
under house-arrest.  Therefore, we can assume 
that the Philippians were being thrown in prison 
as well.  That is a serious form of “bullying”, to 
say the least.  

So, how does Paul coach them in dealing with    
their oppressors?  Paul encourages the Philippians 
to be united.  If the church stands strong then the 
oppressors will see their own destruction and 
the church will be saved!  At this word I can just 
see huge sections of the “Christian” population 
shouting “Hurrah!”  They may be led to think, 
“That’s what we need to do.  Christians unite!  
Let’s form coalitions and go on marches and tell 
this crooked world how sinful it is and how right 
we are.  Let’s stand up for what’s right and fight 
off all those ‘sinners’ that are bringing our great 
nation down!  Fight back, unite!”

Stop right there.  That is not AT ALL what Paul 
is proposing.  Think about it.  What is really at 
the heart of that kind of attitude?  It is pride and 
anger.  Many of the Christians who are thumping 
their Bibles and pointing the fingers are doing so 
out of fear, pride, and anger.  They are afraid that 
their comfortable standing in society is being torn 
out from under them.  They are afraid that they 
may lose their control over the situation.  In fear 
we tend to blame. We tend to point the finger and 
find the scapegoat towards whom we can channel 
all our anger.  We look at other denominations 
that look at things differently than we do and 
blame them for bringing on the wrath of God.  
But, what does all of this accomplish?  Nothing 
but division in the church, not unity.
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Paul pleads with the Philippians to be unified.  
But, how can we be unified?  Obviously the 
church of today is anything but unified.  What 
is the secret to unity?  It is found in one word…
HUMILITY.  Each of us should paste this verse 
on our mirror and meditate on it each morning 
before face the world, “Do nothing out of selfish 
ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 
others better than yourselves. Each of you should 
look not only to your own interests, but also to 
the interests of others.” 

What?!?  If we do that then the “bad guys” will 
walk all over us.  We can’t let that happen!  

Stop and think about it.  What did Jesus do?  He 
was like a lamb led before the slaughter.  To drive 
this point home Paul breaks into song and quotes 
a familiar hymn to the Philippians to remind them 
what Jesus really did.  Here was the one person 
in the whole universe who actually had the right 
to force everyone to bow down to Him.  Yet, He 
didn’t force anyone to do it.  Instead, He humbled 
Himself.  He didn’t just smile sheepishly and 
point to the sky in response to a praise.  That isn’t 
humility.  He actually gave up everything and 
allowed Himself to suffer injustice at the hand 
of the enemy.  He was ridiculed, falsely accused, 
beaten, scorned, and murdered.  That is how He 
dealt with the bullies.  
One of the many reasons that Jesus died was to 
demonstrate one very foundational truth in the 
universe.  You cannot repay evil with evil.  As soon 
as you do, you become that which you are trying 
to overcome.  The only thing that overcomes evil 
is good.  What is good?  It is the love of God.  It is 
the self-sacrificing, other-serving, God-honoring, 
pure, blameless, authentic love of God flowing in 
and through the follower of Jesus.  
Yes, the church should unite.  But, we should 
not unite in an angry battalion to blast our 
culture.  We should unite by confessing our sins 
to each other, bridging ancient walls of hostility 
between brothers, taking off our clothes of self-
righteousness, and putting on the towel of the 
servant and washing the feet of those who hate 
us.  Only through love and servanthood will 
the church ever shine like stars in the universe.  
Until we realize that, we will continue to BE the 
problem in the world.
Here’s a thought. Jesus IS the Supreme Ruler of 
the universe. Either that is true or it is not.  If it 
is not true, then we are all wasting our time.  If 
it is true, then it’s true and there is nothing we 
can do to change that fact.  Jesus does not need 
us to “defend” Him.  I think He can take care 
of Himself.  He did not send His disciples into 
the world to wipe out the sinners and establish 
the Kingdom of God on Earth.  He sent out the 

disciples to make disciples, to teach them to obey 
God.  He lived His life to model for us how to do 
that.  The only people that Jesus was antagonistic 
towards were the ones who thought they were 
holy.  Everyone else He loved and served.  As 
followers of Jesus it is our calling to simply love 
and serve the Master and serve the world that He 
made.  When we follow that pattern then people 
will either be drawn to it, or they will reject 
it.  Either way, that is not our responsibility. In 
the end, every knee will bow and every tongue 
will confess that Jesus is Lord…that’s because                                
He IS Lord.  
So, whatever your circumstances today, whether 
they are good or bad, just remember that 
God is calling you to walk in humility, to treat 
others    with respect, and to serve others without 
complaining and arguing.  Wouldn’t it be great 
if the body of Christ was characterized by those 
attributes in the culture?  Imagine the impact we 
could have then.
The answer is one word…Humility.  
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Lesson 3
Philippians 2:19-30• 

Study Questions
Describe Paul’s feelings toward Timothy. 

Why did he feel this way?

Why did Paul decide to send 
Epaphroditus instead of Timothy?

What happened to Epaphroditus?

How did Paul want the church to treat 
Epaphroditus?  Why?

Food for Thought
At first glance it seems that this section is out 
of place.  If you remove this text and read from 
2:18 directly over to 3:1, it is a smooth transition.  
Normally Paul would have placed personal 
greetings like this at the end of the letter.  So, 
why did he stick a note about two men right 
in the middle of his discussion about unity                                
and humility?  
I believe Paul was very intentional about the 
placement of this text.  Look at what he said in 
2:14-16, 

Do everything without complaining or 
arguing, that you may become blameless 
and pure, children of God without fault 
in a crooked and depraved generation, in 
which you shine like stars in the universe 
as you hold out  the word of life—in order 
that I may boast on the day of Christ that 
I did not run or labor for nothing.

In today’s text we see Paul highlighting two 
“stars.” Notice how he praises Timothy.  Timothy 
takes a genuine interest in your welfare.  He’s not 
your typical guy.  Everyone looks out for his own 
interest, but Timothy is truly concerned about 
the needs of others.  Then there is Epaphroditus.  
Here is a guy who was willing to risk his life to 
bring comfort and aid to Paul.  When he got sick 
he wasn’t worried about himself, he was worried 
that the Philippians would be worried about him.  
These two men were true examples of other-
oriented, humble, love-gushers.
Look again at 2:3-4,

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 
conceit, but in humility consider others 
better than yourselves. Each of you should 
look not only to your own interests, but 
also to the interests of others.

Paul is saying, “You may think that kind of 
attitude is only for Jesus, or for the apostles.  It 
is easy to rationalize that away and say that it 
was easy for Jesus to humble Himself because 
He knew He would be exalted at the end of it 
all.  Or, it is easy for the apostles to live like that 
because they were hand-picked by Jesus and it is 
crystal clear for them.  But, I lift up Timothy and 
Epaphroditus to you.  Timothy is from my group 
and Epaphroditus is from your group.  Both of 
these men have no tangible reason to live like 
‘stars,’ and yet they do.  If the church is going to 
be strong and be able to stand firm under any 
kind of opposition, then it needs more people like 
Timothy and Epaphroditus.”
The challenge for us is two-fold today.
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Are we living like these men?  Are we concerned 
more for the needs of others or are we continually 
trying to cover our own butt all the time? 
Are we honoring people like them?  Who are the 
heroes in our culture?  We typically honor the 
people who have worked their way to the top and 
have created a little kingdom for themselves.  We 
honor athletes, actors, musicians, and wealthy 
people.  Isn’t it ironic that, as a culture, we are 
willing to give money (as a form of honor) to 
people who already have lots of money, yet the 
people that God honors we don’t even recognize?  
Spend some time today asking God to show you 
the areas in your life where you can become more 
other-focused and how you can show honor to 
those who are truly serving the needs of others.
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Lesson 4
Philippians 3• 

Study Questions
What did Paul have to boast about?  

How did he feel about those credentials?  
Why?

What was Paul’s greatest desire?  Why?

What is Paul’s attitude toward the goal?

What is the ultimate hope of the believer?  

What impact does that have for your daily 
life?

Food for Thought

The Process of Spiritual Formation
In chapter 3 Paul responds to the immediate 
danger that he sees present in the church at 
Philippi.  Epaphroditus had informed him that 
there was great opposition coming against the 
church.  The people were starting to cave in under 
the pressure.  They were beginning to lose sight 
of why they decided to follow Jesus in the first 
place.  They were turning on each other and the 
foundations were starting to crumble. 
In response to this Paul gives them (and us) one 
of the most beautiful pictures of the Christian life 
and the purpose for our existence that has ever 
been written.  The passage stands on its own in 
beauty and profound truth and does not need my 
elaboration.  Yet, in the spirit of the creativity and 
passion that this passage inspires in me, allow me 
to paint my own picture of how Paul describes 
the process of spiritual formation in the life of the 
follower of Jesus.
Imagine that life is like a dance marathon and the 
universe is the stage.  Do you remember seeing 
old movies where hundreds of couples would get 
out onto the dance floor and dance their hearts 
out for hours, hoping to not get tapped on the 
shoulder by the judges?  In some ways, that is what 
spiritual formation is like. In this analogy I’m not 
emphasizing the fact that we can get tapped on 
the shoulder by the judge (although I think there 
is a place for that), rather, I am focusing on the 
fact that life is like a dance.  God is both the song 
and our dance partner.
You may wonder where this analogy came from.  
Before we explore it, let me explain.  In 2:12-13 
Paul sets up the analogy.  He says, 

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have 
always obeyed—not only in my presence, 
but now much more in my absence—
continue to work out your salvation with 
fear and trembling, for it is God who 
works in you to will and to act according 
to His good purpose.

Throughout the centuries Christians have argued 
over the issue of God’s will verses man’s will.  
Some have said that man can’t do anything to 
increase his spiritual condition, thus rejecting 
all talk of sanctification and spiritual formation.  
Others have said that it is man’s responsibility 
to practice the spiritual disciplines so that 
Christ can be formed within us in the process of 
sanctification, thus placing all the responsibility 
on the human being for righteousness.  In this 
passage Paul, once again, shows us that the truth 
lies in the tension of the two extremes.  Life 
and spiritual formation is a dance.  God is our 
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partner.  He does His part and we do ours.  God 
has provided for us the ability to be on the dance 
floor – that is justification.  Paul says in 3:9, “not 
having a righteousness of my own that comes 
from the Law, but that which is through faith in 
Christ—the righteousness that comes from God 
and is by faith.” And then in 3:16, “let us live 
up to what we have already attained.”  There is 
nothing we can do to earn God’s love for us, He 
simply loves us and wants to dance with us.  Yet, 
just because we are on the dance floor doesn’t 
mean we are good dancers.  That is where our 
part comes in.  It is our job to listen to the music 
and follow our partner’s lead and allow Him to 
teach us how to dance well.  Paul says, “Not that 
I have already obtained all this, or have already 
been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of 
that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.”
Since we didn’t have space to address this 
important topic in our discussion of chapter 
2, I am spring boarding from that passage and 
combining it with Paul’s analogy of the race in 
this passage.  
In this passage Paul shows us four aspects of 
dancing well with God.

Ignore the Opposition

We must keep in mind that this passage is book-
ended by Paul addressing the presence of “dogs” 
that are working in opposition to the church.  It 
would be silly for us to live in a naive fantasy 
world where we believed that everyone was really 
good deep down inside and that we can just all 
get along with each other if we’d just “give love 
a chance.”  The reality of life is that there are 
people out there, for whatever reason, who take 
great pleasure in seeing others suffer; especially 
if the ones suffering are followers of Jesus.  We 
do have enemies, but look at how Paul instructs 
the church to deal with the enemies.  We are to 
ignore them.  As we discussed in chapter 2, our 
greatest “weapon” is humility.  We cannot focus 
on our enemies, because when we do we take our 
focus off of our goal.

Let’s turn to our dance analogy to flesh this out.  
If we focus on the “competition” – all the other 
couples dancing around us – then we will lose the 
focus on our partner and will probably step on 
His toe.  We need to ignore the opposition and 
focus on dancing well.

Trash the Costumes

Notice how Paul responds to the “dogs” in this 
passage.  To paraphrase, he says, “They think 
that all that external stuff is what’s important.  
They think that being a Pharisee, or being from 

the right school, or wearing the right clothes, or 
quoting the right confession, or following the 
right list of rules is what makes someone good in 
the eyes of God.  I had all that stuff, and do you 
know what? It was a bunch of garbage.  It meant 
nothing.  It wasn’t until I threw all that stuff in 
the trash, got down to my simple clothes, and 
starting really dancing with God that I realized 
what life was all about.”

In the dance competition of life it is so easy for 
us to be distracted by the “other couples.”  We 
think, “Wow, that person looks really good.  
Their costume is really shiny.  They’re bound to 
win.”  Or, “They have moves like I’ve never seen, 
I can’t compete with that.  Maybe if I just put on 
a better costume, or move my feet like that I’ll be                       
a better dancer.”

The truth is that the costume, or the make-up, or 
the self-promotional pieces do not make someone 
a good dancer.  When the day is done, all that 
matters is if you’ve danced.  

Let’s be careful not to play the comparison 
game.  God does not judge us according to how 
we compare to that “other” guy.  God is dancing 
with us, one on one.  He wants us to focus on Him 
and Him alone.  So, if there is anything in your 
life that exists as a façade, or is present to try to 
convince someone else that you are “good,” then 
chuck it in the trash compactor and get back out 
on the dance floor.

Tune in to the Music

In Paul’s metaphor he speaks of striving for the 
goal.  He is using the metaphor of running a race 
-- probably a marathon -- where the runner keeps 
the end in mind and uses the idea of finishing 
the race as the motivator to keep going.  That’s 
a great analogy and works really well.  However, 
over the years I’ve found one problem with the 
race analogy.  It tends to be very linear in nature.  
It makes it seem like all that matters is the end 
of the race and the race itself is not important.  
In our dance analogy we connect to the idea of 
the “goal” in a different way. The dancer’s “goal” 
is not a point in time and space; instead the 
dancer’s goal is to move in conjunction with the 
music in a beautiful and meaningful way.  As the 
song emanates in the room, the dancing couple’s 
objective is to flow into the song, let the song 
flow into them, then move in harmony with one 
another as they interpret and flow with the song.  
The goal is harmony and beauty…throughout the 
entire course of the song.  Every step has meaning 
and purpose.  There is no wasted energy.  If done 
well, then every aspect of the dance – of life – is 
a thing of beauty and full of meaning.  That is          
the goal.
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Keep Dancing

I find it fascinating to feel the tenacity, intensity, 
and passion in Paul’s words in this passage.  He 
says that he does not feel that he has accomplished 
the goal, but that he must press on.  He must keep 
going.  He must strive to be better, to work harder, 
and to become the mature man of God that God 
wants him to be.  Think about that for a minute.  
When did Paul write those words?  It wasn’t at 
the beginning of the race when most people are 
energized and excited. It was toward the end of the 
race when most people are moaning and groaning 
that the race is too hard and they want to give up.  
Paul knows the secret to spiritual formation….it 
never stops.  There is always another hill to climb 
and another valley to traverse.
Here is where our dance analogy works nicely.  
As long as the music is playing, we keep dancing.  
The goal is not to reach a point in time and space 
and then stop.  What then?  The goal is to keep 
dancing and to dance better with each song.  In 
the beginning we will step on many toes, we 
will zig when we should have zagged, we will 
be winded and want to quit.  But, the great joy 
in all of this is that we have a very patient and 
loving partner.  When we step on His toes He 
simply stops and says, “Let’s take it from the top.”  
When we get distracted by the “competition” He 
gently, but firmly, grabs our chin and pulls us 
back to focus on His eyes.  As we dance we get 
more fluid and able.  Then He throws us a new 
move and the dance becomes more interesting 
and invigorating.  Before we know it we are doing 
things that we never thought possible.  Then, we 
keep dancing.
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Lesson 5
Philippians 4• 

Study Questions
Make a list of the attitudes Paul instructs 
the church to have.  Meditate on this list 
and see how you are doing in your own 
life.

Why do you think Paul instructs the 
church to think on those kinds of things?

What is Paul’s attitude toward 
circumstances in life?  Why?

Describe Paul’s relationship with the 
church in Philippi.

Food for Thought
Verse 1 is actually a conclusion to chapters 1-3.  
The message of Philippians was started and 
stated in 1:27,

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in 
a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. 
Then, whether I come and see you or 
only hear about you in my absence, I will 
know that you stand firm in one spirit, 
contending as one man for the faith of 
the gospel without being frightened in 
any way by those who oppose you.

The rest of the letter was an explanation of how to 
stand firm.  Here’s a quick summary.
We stand firm by:

Be• ing unified through humility

Ignoring our oppressors• 

Striving to dance well with God• 

Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love 
and long for, my joy and crown, that is 
how you should stand firm in the Lord, 
dear friends! 

There are two parts to the rest of chapter 4

The Anti-Schism Vaccine

Throughout the letter Paul has been talking 
generically and universally about unity, humility, 
and spiritual formation.  In this passage he brings 
it home and names names.  
“Listen ladies – Euodia and Syntyche – knock it 
off!  Can’t you see that your fighting isn’t doing 
anyone any good?  It’s just adding fuel to your 
enemie’s flame.  Here’s how you can stop fighting 
and starting uniting…”

Rejoice
This is the over-arching theme of the book.  As 
the chains rattled on his wrist, Paul could write 
the word “Rejoice!”  Find joy in everything.  It is 
truly a matter of perspective.  No matter how bad 
a circumstance may be, there can be something 
good that can be found in it.  As silly as this may 
sound, researchers have discovered that there 
are actually physiological benefits to the act of 
smiling.  When the muscles of the face move 
into the smiling position it stimulates the parts 
of the brain that release the positive hormones 
that bring peace and pleasure.  Proverbs tells us 
that laughter is good medicine.  When we can 
rejoice, laugh, dance, and sing, even in the midst 
of terrible circumstances we will find victory over 
the enemy.
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Be gentle
Have you ever noticed that you are nicer to your 
kids (or people in general) when someone from 
outside your family is present?  We tend to be on 
our best behavior in the presence of someone else.  
Notice why Paul says to be gentle…because the 
Lord is near.  If we went through each moment 
of our day with the conscious awareness that the 
Master of the universe was with us, I wonder how 
that would impact the “gentleness quotient” in 
our lives.  The truth is that gentleness turns away 
wrath, and with Jesus present we can be gentle.  
How many controversies could be abated if we 
would simply remain calm and be gentle?

Prayer not Pacing.
As human beings we have a tendency to worry.  
Why is that?  When you really think about it, it 
doesn’t make sense.  Worry is the act of obsessing 
over something that you can’t change.  If you 
could change the situation you would, then you 
wouldn’t have to stress over it.  If you can’t 
change the situation, then what’s the point of 
obsessing over it?  Paul tells us to give all that 
non-productive mental energy over to God.  He’s 
the only one who can change it anyway.  If He 
wants to change it He will.  If He doesn’t want 
to change it then we have to trust that He has 
a bigger picture in sight and we have to trust in 
Him.  When we are able to stop pacing the floor in 
worry and start passing the stress in prayer, then 
we will find that God will replace the anxiety with 
peace.  We can live in the peace of the knowledge 
that God is in control and that no matter what 
happens, we will exist in His love always.

Acknowledge the real battle ground 
– your mind.
Have you noticed that this whole letter has been 
about attitudes?  Rejoice!  Be humble!  See the 
good!  The real battle in our lives is the battle 
of the mind.  What we believe about things 
will dictate how we perceive life and thus how 
we respond emotionally and physically to the 
world around us.  If our mind is inundated with 
negative messages that constantly tell us that we 
are no good, or that the world is going to Hell in 
a hand basket, that there is no hope, that there is 
no purpose, then we will probably start believing 
it and responding accordingly.  On the other 
hand, if we are constantly surrounded by words 
of encouragement and messages of hope, then we 
will probably be in a better frame of mind.  Here 
Paul gives us the key to spiritual formation.  Be 
careful what you put into your mind.  If we want to 
be able to see the good and rejoice and be humble 
and love others, then we need to saturate our 

minds with things that are true, noble, right, pure, 
lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy.
Spend some time analyzing the things you watch, 
read, and listen to throughout the course of the 
week.  What messages are you sending yourself 
and allowing yourself to soak in.  Are they leading 
you to a good dance, or are they causing you to 
question whether you should be dancing at all.  
As we close out this week, keep this picture in 
mind.  God loves you very much.  Regardless of 
your circumstances, His love for you remains 
constant.  He is standing in the middle of the 
dance floor with His hand stretched out to you.  
The music is playing; your place has already been 
reserved on the dance card.  All you need to do is 
step out and start enjoying the dance.  

A Blessing for you today:

May your love abound, may you dance with joy, 
with the ability to perceive the good and beautiful 
in all things so that you may be able to figure 
out what sets you apart from the “crowd” and 
empowers you to be filled with Jesus’ luscious 
fruit in your life.
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