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Rejoice in All Circumstances

Philippians/Titus 1–2

Introduction

I. Traditional Setting: Later in Paul’s Roman Imprisonment

a. This is the fourth of Paul’s so-called “Prison Epistles.” It is usually treated 
separately from Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon, however, because it 
reflects a more somber tone. Paul seems to have seriously contemplated the 
fact that he might die soon (1:21-25; 2:17). This could make the case for 
an Ephesian imprisonment here stronger than for the other three epistles 
(recall II Corinthians 1:8-9, in which Paul had despaired of life for a time 
while in Ephesus). It would also account more easily for the numerous 
trips of Timothy and Epaphroditus back and forth between Paul and the 
Philippians, since Ephesus was much closer to Philippi than Rome was. Or, 
as is the more traditional explanation, Paul may have been writing after a 
longer period of imprisonment in Rome (ca. AD 62), as he was becoming 
more skeptical of a swift release. The references to the palace guard in 1:13 
(literally, the praetorium) and to Caesar’s household in 4:22 most naturally 
fit this interpretation. In general, modern scholarship is less eager to defend 
a Roman imprisonment for Philippians than for the other three Prison 
Epistles, but still there do not seem to be strong enough reasons to overturn 
the consensus of early church tradition that Paul was in Rome when he wrote 
this letter. On either interpretation, the theme of joy in the midst of suffering 
clearly pervades the epistle.

II. Outline: A Family Letter

a. While there is some opposition among the largely Roman townspeople 
in Philippi—a major Roman colony (1:27-30)—and the threat of Judaizers 
within the church (3:2-6), Paul’s general attitude to the Philippians seems 
to be one of gratefulness and encouragement. Indeed, the most immediate 
occasion for the letter may be to express thanks, however circumspectly, for 
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a recently received gift of financial support from the church (4:10-20). The 
structure of the letter does not as easily fit the standard Greco-Roman form 
that Paul generally follows, and the abrupt change of topic from 3:1 to 3:2, 
after Paul seems to have begun his conclusion (“Finally, my brothers . . .”) has 
suggested to some scholars’ various theories of composite letters, not unlike 
those we encountered with II Corinthians.91 More plausibly, Philippians may 
be viewed as a family letter, following the section headings in our outline 
below, with 3:1–4:1 and 4:2-20 reflecting Paul’s two major expansions of this 
letter form in order to deal with the major danger and the major expression 
of gratitude that have generated this epistle.92

Analysis

I. Greetings and Thanksgiving (1:1-11)

a. In Paul’s greetings (vv. 1-2), we note his unusual reference to the church 
leaders—“overseers and deacons” (v. I)—the same two groups for which he 
gives criteria for selection in I Timothy and Titus—an indication that this 
formal church structure was not merely a post-Pauline development (as 
alleged by many who find the Pastorals pseudonymous). In his thanksgiving 
and prayer (vv. 3-11), we note especially his confidence in God’s ability to 
grow, preserve, and perfect the church and its people (vv. 6, 10).

II. Reassurance About the Sender: Description of Paul’s Imprisonment (1:12-26)

i. Persecution advances the gospel (vv. 12-14)
1. In personal letters among members of a household, following the 

thanksgiving, the author would reassure his addressees of his well 
being. Paul has special reason to do that here since he is in prison. 
Nevertheless, imprisonment has actually helped spread the gospel 
among the Roman guard who have learned of Paul’s message 
(vv. 12-14), and, if this is Rome, there were over 9,000 among the 
praetoriani! 

ii. Content not motivation of preaching is key (vv. 15-18a)
1. Others, too, seem to be preaching Christ, trying to outdo the 

“unfortunate” prisoner (vv. 15-18a). But again, Paul rejoices 
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because it is the content rather than the motivation of preaching 
which counts in his eyes. 

iii. Paul debates merits of living vs. dying (vv. 18b-26)
1. At the same time, he admits the internal struggle he has had 

whether to long for death or release from imprisonment. His 
life has been long and hard, but, putting the interests of the 
ministry first, he comes to the conclusion that he should and 
will continue to live (vv. 18b-26).93 Here is another passage too 
that has traditionally been seen as support for an intermediate, 
disembodied state between death and resurrection (cf. vv. 22-24 
with 3:20-21).

III. Request for Reassurance About the Recipients: Call to Christ-Like Living (1:27–
2:18)

a. Unity in faith a sign of destruction of gospel’s opponents and salvation of 
believers (1:27–2:4)

i. Here is the theological heart of the epistle, but it comes in the 
next standard section of a family letter—a request to hear from the 
addressees that they are faring well. For the Philippians, unity in the 
faith will be a sure sign of their salvation (and of their opponents’ 
destruction) in a hostile, pagan world (1:27-2:4). 

b. Christ the ultimate model for the type of humility needed (2:5-11)
i. That unity is powerfully modeled and made possible by Christ’s 

incarnation, atonement, and exaltation (2:5-11). Verses 6-11 form a 
poetic, creedal package of affirmations about Christ’s life and work. 
Many have viewed them as a pre-Pauline poem or hymn. An attractive 
hypothesis finds two stanzas of three three-line strophes each, each 
line with three accents. This structure balances Christ’s incarnation, 
condescension, and suffering (vv. 6-8) with his resurrection, 
exaltation, and universal glorification (vv. 9-11). The only line that 
does not fit this structure is the two-beat conclusion to v. 8 (in the 
Greek)—“even death on a cross.” Given the centrality of the cross in 
Paul’s theology, it is a plausible hypothesis that here is Paul’s unique 
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addition and emphasis.94
1. Incarnation of Christ (vv. 6-8)

A. Whether or not these theories be accepted, the passage 
teaches at least six crucial doctrinal truths about Christ. 
I. Full deity and humanity (v. 6a) #1

1. The word form here suggests God’s very nature.95 
II. Pre-existence (v. 6b), #2

1. His not grasping after equality has been taken 
by some to mean He wasn’t fully God before the 
incarnation, but it probably should be taken to mean 
that He did not try to cling to His exalted status. 

III. Kenosis (v. 7), #3
1. This is His self-emptying (v. 7, NIV: “made Himself 

nothing”). The Greek verb kenoo (from which is 
derived the cognate noun kenosis) in context refers 
to Christ’s pouring Himself out in total service 
for others.96 Viewed from the perspective of 
systematic theology, it is often explained as Christ’s 
relinquishing the independent exercise of His divine 
attributes. 

IV. Crucifixion (v. 8), #4
1. The extent of His humiliation and condescension 

(v. 8). He was willing to accept the most degrading 
and excruciating of human deaths, reserved only for 
slaves and the worst of criminals. 

2. Exaltation of Christ (vv. 9-11)
A. Hyper-exaltation (v. 9), #5

I. Note His exaltation (v. 9)—literally higher than 
where He was before. Not in the sense that He wasn’t 
previously fully God but that He was not previously as 
clearly recognized as God. 

B. Universal allegiance to Jesus (vv. 10-11), #6
I. These verses do not mean that everyone will be saved. 

They quote Isaiah 45:23-24, which add that all God’s 
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opponents will be shamed. Therefore, Paul’s point 
must be that all will be forced by the reality of Christ’s 
visible return to acknowledge that He is Lord, even if 
they haven’t voluntarily made Him their Lord and thus 
received salvation.

c. Result is encouragement for Christians (2:12-18)
i. The result of this marvelous hymn should be encouragement for 

Christians (2:12-18): in the outworking of their salvation even as God 
works in them (vv. 12-13)—a classic example of the juxtaposition 
of divine sovereignty and human responsibility for salvation that 
characterizes all of Scripture, and in providing a shining contrast to 
the world around them, even in the midst of suffering (vv. 14-18).

IV. Information About Movement of Intermediaries: Concerning Timothy and 
Epaphroditus (2:19-30)

a. This is the next conventional section of a “family letter.” In this case, the 
principal intermediaries between Paul and the Philippians were Timothy 
and Epaphroditus. Both have proved exceptionally faithful servants of Paul 
and of God, so the Philippians are to welcome them, and Paul in turn will be 
cheered.

V. Special Concern: Warnings About the False Teachers (3:1–4:1)

a. Beware of the Judaizers (3:1-4a)
i. Here is the first section Paul adds to the conventional letter structure. 

As in Galatians, he reserves his strongest condemnation for the 
legalizing wing of Jewish-Christianity (3:1-4a). 

b. Paul can match their credentials (3:4b-6)
i. Paul can match their Jewish credentials (3:4b-6; recall 2 Corinthians 

10-13). 
c. But he has counted it all as manure for Christ’s sake (3:7-11)

i. However, he has counted it all as “garbage,” even “manure,” for the 
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sake of Christ (3:7-11). 
d. Nor can he say he has “arrived” (3:12-16)

i. Nor can he say that he has “arrived” (3:12-16), again contra the 
triumphalism of the Judaizers. 

e. Paul’s opponents are focusing on earthly things (3:17-4:1)
i. Rather, those who oppose Paul are focusing on earthly rather than 

heavenly things appropriate for true Christians (3:17-4:1). “Their god 
is their stomach” (v. 18) may refer to the dietary laws the Judaizers 
insist everyone keep, though the context of this paragraph is probably 
broad enough to encompass all opposition to the gospel, in which 
case “stomach” becomes a synonym for “flesh,” in the sense of “sinful 
nature.” From v. 20 (“our citizenship is in heaven”) derived the early 
Christian practice of answering a legal interrogator’s question about a 
believer’s nationality merely with the reply, “I am a Christian.”

VI. Final Greetings, Instructions, and Thanks for the Collection (4:2-2)

a. Paul incorporates into his formal closing of the letter additional information 
relevant to the specific situation of the Philippian church and the monetary 
gift they had recently sent him. 

i. Unity enjoined where there is strife (vv. 2-3)
1. Paul enjoins unity, particularly among two quarreling women, 

even if intervention on the part of others is required (vv. 2-3). 
ii. Theme of rejoicing emphasized (vv. 4-5)

1. The theme of rejoicing, noteworthy throughout the letter, is 
emphasized by repetition (vv, 4-5). 

iii. God’s peace vs. anxiety through prayer and focusing on the noble (vv. 
6-9)

1. God’s peace is offered as the antidote to human anxiety (vv. 6-9); 
neither peace nor anxiety is defined primarily as a feeling but as 
an objective relationship before God. The method is prayer in all 
circumstances (vv. 6-7), combined with focusing all attention on 
that which is good and upright (vv. 8-9). 
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iv. Acknowledging the Philippians’ gift (vv. 10-19)
1. At last Paul acknowledges the Philippians’ gift (vv. 10-19).97 

But he emphasizes his ability to be content in all circumstances. 
Verse 13 must be interpreted in this context. “I can do everything 
through Him [Christ] who gives me strength” does not mean 
God will miraculously enable his followers to perform physical 
or spiritual feats of strength for which they are otherwise 
unprepared. And Paul, no doubt, recalled that givers will receive 
more of a blessing from the giving than the receivers (Acts 20:35). 

v. Closing (vv. 20-23)
1. Verses 20-23 round out the letter with the formal closing.

Application

b. One can derive at least one application for ministry from each main section 
of the letter:

I. Trust in God’s Sovereign Working

II. Encourage others about One’s Well-Being in Ministry

III. Challenge Others to the Unity that Comes from Treating Others Above Self

IV. Commend Faithful Believers Publicly

V. Warn Against Heresy Forthrightly

a. Warn against heresy forthrightly, when in fact people’s salvation is at stake, 
but only then. If it is merely a matter of rivalry or impure motives on the part 
of those preaching the pure gospel, rejoice anyway!

VI. Thank People for Their Support and Be Content However Little or Great It Is

INTRODUCTION TO THE PASTORAL EPISTLES

I. General Information
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a. First and II Timothy and Titus are all written to pastors; hence the name 
“The Pastoral Epistles.” Timothy was pastoring the church in Ephesus, while 
Titus was pasturing the church in Crete. All three are remarkably similar in 
style. The contents of I Timothy and Titus also overlap considerably. As a 
result, the three letters are often treated together. In fact, there are three 
problems these epistles have in common that relate directly to the question 
of their historical setting.

II. Three Key Problems

a. Unique style, vocabulary
i. First, the linguistic and literary style differs markedly from all of 

the other Pauline epistles. One hundred seventy-five words appear 
here that are used nowhere else in the New Testament and another 
130 that are never found elsewhere in Paul. Many involve terms 
from Greek philosophy such as “religion,” “godliness,” “piety,” and 
“modesty.” Other words found in Paul are used in un-Pauline ways, 
most notably “the faith” and “sound doctrine” as a fixed deposit 
of Christian teaching. Additionally, key Pauline terms are entirely 
absent, such as “evangelize,” “give thanks,” “spiritual,” “wisdom,” 
“body,” and “soul.”

b. Unique contents, theology, apparent setting
i. Second, the doctrinal focus of these letters seems different than in 

the undisputed writings of Paul. A high Christology (Titus 2:13) seems 
more akin to Ephesians and Colossians. The Jewish-Gnostic heresy 
being fought seems a late first or early second-century development. 
And an “early catholic” ecclesiology, similar to the institutional 
church of the second century with its various orders of bishops 
and deacons, seems present (contrast the charismatic freedom of I 
Corinthians 12–14).

c. No place in Acts to fit these letters easily
i. Third, there is no clear historical place in the book of Acts into which 

to fit the writing of these three letters. First Timothy is apparently 
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from Macedonia after Paul’s 3-year stay there, while Titus seems to be 
after the evangelization of Crete. Yet in Acts 27, Crete does not seem 
to have any Christian presence when Paul stops over there en route to 
Rome as a prisoner, nor does he ever again appear as a free man to do 
the type of traveling I Timothy describes.

III. Three Main Solutions

a. Pseudonymity
i. There have been three major proposals to deal with these anomalies. 

The most common among modern scholars is the theory that the 
Pastoral Epistles are pseudonymous. Someone wrote in Paul’s 
name a generation or more later, applying his gospel to changed 
circumstances. First Timothy becomes a handbook for church 
leaders; Titus a specific warning to fight heresy; and II Timothy a 
general strengthening of Pauline tradition.98 But, as we noted with 
Ephesians, it is not at all clear if the early church would have accepted 
as canonical letters with false attributions of authorship. Nor is it easy 
to explain the various personal references, particularly in II Timothy, 
if all or many of these characters were no longer alive or active.

b. Fragment hypothesis
i. Second is the fragment hypothesis. Portions of genuinely Pauline 

letters were combined with post-Pauline additions to address new 
issues in the decades after Paul’s day.99 But why do it in such a 
“jigsaw puzzle” type of way? This is increasingly recognized as the 
least likely option.

c. A different amanuensis, with greater literary freedom, writing after the 
events of the end of Acts

i. Third, as most evangelicals would argue, the case for Pauline 
authorship can still be defended, particularly if Paul is seen as 
granting a different amanuensis the literary freedom to write 
Paul’s thoughts in the style of his scribe.100 The writer may be 
contextualizing his message by using (and at times redefining) 
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religious or philosophical vocabulary of the day. The theological 
differences with the rest of Paul’s letters have probably been 
exaggerated,101 not least by diminishing the role of church structure 
in the undisputed letters of Paul (recall Philippians 1:1), while the 
heresy Paul combats actually mirrors that confront the churches in 
Corinth and Colossae quite closely. As for the historical sequence, 
most conservatives have assumed that these letters were written after 
the events of Acts. Based on an admittedly ambiguous reference in I 
Clement 5:6-7 (which says that Paul in his travels “reached the limits 
of the west” [Spain?]), they assume he was released from prison (ca. 
AD 62), ministered freely for a few more years, during which he wrote 
1 Timothy and Titus, was rearrested under Nero’s persecution (which 
lasted from AD 64–68), wrote II Timothy from a dungeon in Rome, 
and was eventually executed under Nero (so Eusebius, Ecclesiastical 
History 2:22.2-3). This view would also fit the Roman law that if a 
case did not come to trial within 18 months, it was supposed to be 
dismissed (Paul spent 2 years in house-arrest in Rome—Acts 28:30), 
and it would explain Paul’s optimism about his release in Philippians 
1:25 and Philemon 22). A few, on the other hand, have correlated at 
least I Timothy with Acts 20:3,102 though this synchronization works 
less well with Titus. We will tentatively follow the more traditional 
conservative reconstruction.103

TITUS—A MANUAL ON CHURCH ORDER

Introduction

I. Paul to Titus Pastoring a Newly Evangelized Church on the Island of Crete

a. Having been freed from Roman imprisonment, Paul writes to Titus whom 
he has left to pastor the church on the island of Crete (1:5). We are not told 
where Paul is, but he hopes to winter in Nicopolis (southwest Macedonia) 
and would like Titus to join him there (3:12). 

II. Combating False Teaching Reminiscent of the Colossian Heresy 
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a. Meanwhile he gives him instructions for dealing with a similar, though 
apparently not as severe, form of the Ephesian heresy in Crete (see 
introduction to I Timothy). The similarities between the situations in 
Ephesus and Crete suggest that these two letters may have been sent out 
virtually simultaneously, but we really have no way of knowing for sure.

Analysis

I. Greetings (1:1-4)

a. Titus begins with an introduction uncharacteristically rich in theology 
(though cf. Romans 1:1-7), perhaps in order to counteract the heresy in 
Crete. It is actually very Pauline in nature, combining themes of election, 
truth as knowledge plus morality, the hope of eternal life, and the progress of 
salvation-history. As with Galatians, no thanksgiving appears; the problem is 
serious enough that Paul must get straight to business.

II. Instructions for Various Groups in the Church (1:5–2:15)

a. Unlike our world, the ancients were preoccupied with knowing their place in 
society (which was often unchangeable) and living a virtuous life within it. 
Part of the problem in Crete apparently involved role confusion, so Paul tries 
to help Titus straighten things out.

i. For elders (1:5-9)
1. Titus was specifically charged to appoint (or, less likely, “ordain”) 

them (v. 5). This is consistent with Acts 14:23 but different than I 
Timothy 3, in which no mention of the procedure for appointment 
occurs. But if the congregation in Crete was young and beset by 
heresy, even among its leadership, then Titus’ more “hands-on” 
role is perfectly understandable. The criteria for selection are 
consistent with those of I Timothy 3 and will be discussed there. 
“A man whose children believe” (v. 6) is misleading and probably 
should be translated, “A man whose children are faithful” (cf. I 
Timothy 3:4). Parents, even pastors, cannot control whether or 
not their children become Christians, but they can see to it, up 
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to a point, that they are properly respectful. Verses 5 and 7 make 
it clear that an elder (presbyter) and overseer (bishop) are one 
and the same. Verse 9 amplifies their teaching ministry, both 
encouraging and refuting. We need the appropriate balance of 
both.

ii. For false teachers (1:10-16) 
1. The description closely resembles that of the problem with 

the people in Ephesus and Colossae. There is a Judaizing 
element, involving circumcision (v. 10) and Jewish myths and 
commandments (v. 14), and a Gnosticizing one, as the heretics 
claim to “know” (a la Greek gnosis) God but deny Him by their 
actions (v. 16). Seeking dishonest gain (v. 11) also fits a Hellenistic 
milieu more than a Jewish one. But the heresy seems to have a 
distinctively Cretan touch as well, as Paul quotes an unflattering 
proverb which was nevertheless widely recognized to be true, at 
least as a generalization (v. 12).104 Paul’s main rebuttal is that 
the Cretan church must shun asceticism (v. 15). As in Romans 
14–15 and I Timothy 4, this statement must be seen in the limited 
context of morally neutral matters such as food, drink, marriage, 
and so on.

iii. For men and women of various ages (2:1-8)
1. Older men and women must live dignified, moral lives and be 

good examples to the young (vv. 1-5). Women in particular 
seem to have been susceptible to the false teaching (II Timothy 
3:6-7), so Paul encourages the more mature ones to teach the 
younger. As in Ephesians and Colossians, they must submit to 
their husbands, but they are also to be diligent “homeworkers” 
(v. 5). The emphasis here is not on staying at home (that was 
usually taken for granted in antiquity) but on faithful work there. 
There is, in fact, a different Greek word not used here, except in 
a few late manuscripts, which meant one who “stayed at home” 
(oikouros rather than oikourgos).

iv. For slaves (2:9-10) 
1. On their subjection, see our comments under Ephesians, 
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Colossians and Philemon. On theft as a common problem, recall 
also Philemon on Onesimus.

III. Concluding rationale (2:11-15) 

a. Verses 5b, 8b, and 10b have reiterated the theme that fulfillment of proper 
role relationships helps to further the gospel and to squelch unnecessary 
objections to the Christian lifestyle. Verses 11-15 now sum up this section 
by referring to an even more fundamental principle. These things are good 
in what God requires in and of themselves.105 This section also contains an 
important, passing reference to the deity of Christ (Titus 2:13).106


