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Putting the ‘P in Philippians

To truly understand any book in the New Testanent, it is first
necessary to know why the text was witten. 1In the “Letter of Paul to
the Philippians” this reasoning has great influence on the meaning of
the text. Factors such as authorship, place, tine, and circunstances of
the witing each play a significant role in this witing.

Phil i ppians starts with the greeting, “Paul and Tinothy, servants
of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi”
(Phil 1:1). However, nost scholars feel that the letter is the work of
Paul alone. It is witten in the singular with objective references to
Tinmothy, and Tinothy is not even included in the final salutation. The
letter also “bears the stanp of Pauline authorship” (Tenney 763).
Since there are no major objections to these views, | would have the
tendancy to favor them

The factor of the witing with the nost di screpancies seens to be
the place of origin. Fromthe words of Paul, there is no doubt that he
was in captivity when he wote the letter. The question is over where
he was being held. There are three nmajor views on where he was when
this text was constituted. The first and nore traditional viewis that
Paul was being held in Rone. Georg Kimel points out that the
references to the Praetorian Guard and inperial servants serve as strong
references towards the city of Rone. He also shows that the situation
of Paul’s inprisonment inplies his being held in Rone (325).

Nonet hel ess, there are sone serious problenms with Rone being the

pl ace of witing for the letter. 1In Paul’s witings to the Philippians,



he inplies at least four travels fromPhilippi to Ronme and back by
various nessengers. This journey is one that takes many nonths to

conpl ete, but Paul was only held in Rone for two years (Kimel 325-6).
This point alone puts a large hole in the argunment for the city of Rone.

There are some other factors that hurt the possibility of Rone
being the site for Philippians. From Rone, Paul had nmade it known that
he planned to continue west to Spain to spread the gospel further
However, he makes arrangenents in his letter to visit Philippi upon his
rel ease, which is a lengthy trip toward eastern Rome. This makes Rone's
use as the origin all the nore unlikely. Paul also “polenicizes”
agai nst Judai zers in his letter to Philippi. According to Kunmrel, this
pol em ci zing does not fit well at all with the period of Paul’s Roman
i mprisonment (326).

In order to find alternatives to the Roman origin, other cities of
Paul " s inprisonnent nust be identified. Various cities played host to
Paul as a prisoner during his lifetine. Two |likely candidates here for
the origin of the letter are the cities of Caesarea and Ephesus.

Ceder of Leipzig first introduced the idea that Paul may have
witten the letters fromCaesarea in 1731 (Martin 25). The travel
di stance here is faster because it is primarily a sea route. As for the
trip westward, it is conceivable fromthis view because Caesarea is to
the east of Philippi. Therefore, both visits may be nade in one journey
(Kimmrel 328-9). Another plus in the favor of Caesarea may be that even
t hough Paul was inprisoned there for two years, there is no letter
currently dated fromhis stay (Harnmon 5). However, it is strongly
contested that the “size and type of Christian conmunity at the scene of
Paul " s inprisonnent do not favor Caesarea” (Martin 25).

The city of Ephesus is the last of the major candidates for being
hone of the letter. Kimmel denonstrates the argunment for Ephesus in four

points: 1) both the Praetorian Guard and inperial slaves can be cl ai ned



for Ephesus, 2) the literary style fits better with the early letters
than those of captivity, 3) the trial in Philippians 1-2 is different
fromthat in Acts 23, and 4) Philippians 3 fits in with Paul’s
pol em ci zi ng of the Judai zers (329-331). The problemw th using Ephesus
as the site of the letter is that these points, even the inprisonnment of
Paul at Ephesus, cannot be confirned with the sources avail abl e today
(Kimmel 331, Harnon 6).

Anot her problemw th identifying the origin of the letter can be

found in Spivey and Smith’s Anatony of the New Testanment. They show

that the letter to the Philippians may be “a conposite of three Pauline
letters or fragnents” because of the docunents |oose structure (329).
This makes finding the place where the letter was witten even nore
difficult.

Kunmmrel then points out that “the question where Philippians was
witten cannot be answered with any certainty” (332). Still, nost
schol ars believe that “the old view that the epistle was sent from Rone
is still by far the nost probable” (Harnon 6). Nonetheless, | feel that
there are too many difficulties for Rone to be the place of origin.
Despite the criticismof the theory for Caesarea | feel, fromthe
evi dence presented before nme, that it nmay be the nost |ikely candi date
for the origin of Paul’s letter to the Philippians.

Since the place where Paul wote this letter cannot be determ ned
to any definite lengths, it is hard to give an exact date for the
witing. Scholars estimate that the text may have been witten as early
as 53 CE if in Ephesus (Kummel 332), or as late as 63 CEif it was
created in Rome (Martin 36), with the dates for Caesarea |ying somewhere
in between. Since the tinme period of the origin of this letter is
fairly confined, | feel that the letter could have been witten anywhere

in that range. However, since | favor Caesarea as the place of origin



for the letter, I will have to go with the estimated date for that city
-- 59 CE (Harnon 8).

One thing that really nakes Philippians stand out is that it is a
very personal letter fromPaul. That nmakes the i medi ate historica
circunmstances that influence the letter extrenmely unclear. The common
view on the intent of the letter is that Paul wants to thank the
community of Philippi for their gift of noney and | ove that was
delivered to himby Epaphroditus. Along with this he shares with the
community his wellbeing to confort them (Kunmel 323-4).

However, many scholars tend to disagree with this common view.

One reason for this is that Paul does not give thanks for the gift until
near the conclusion of the letter. Many feel that it is nore likely for
Paul to be witing to assure the appropriate wel come for Epaphroditus
upon his return (Tenney 764). This is because Epaphroditus was brought
near his death while doing Christian service for the comunity of
Philippi, and they should now respect himnmnore for that (Kimel 324).

O her scholars feel that the letter was witten to assist the church in
Phi l'i ppi through some of its struggles (Martin 40-1), but this is rather
unli kely concerning the very personal nature of the letter. After
reading the text, | would have to agree with the majority of scholars
that the intent of the letter is to assure the proper welcone for the
messenger Epaphrodit us.

VWhen all these points are considered, “The Letter of Paul to the
Phi | i ppi ans” becomes nmuch clearer. The enploynment of the letter within
the circunstances presented, depending on which viewit is placed in,
can give you various interpretations of events and ideas. An overal
view of these ideas allows us to understand the role of Paul in
Christianity, and even the role of Christians, in even nore detail. The
main factor is still what the Bible has al ways been about --

i nterpretation.
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