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Day One - Overview
Everyone wants to be happy.  Our culture in particular overflows with desperate attempts to fulfill every human desire, whether physical, emotional or spiritual.  We are bombarded with the simple message that true contentment comes with the satisfaction of our personal needs.  Material comfort is considered the highest ideal, and most of us pursue it fervently.  Few Christians ever stop to reevaluate the situation and ask the simple question, “Does God have anything to say about my happiness?”
Paul’s letter to the Philippians answers this question with a resounding “Yes!”  Here we see a passionate plea to reexamine our lives in order that we might better understand God’s plan for Christian happiness, also known as joy.  The distinction goes far beyond a simple difference in terms.  The apostle Paul here gives a blueprint far different than the one we encounter from our culture.  Absent is the emphasis on comfort and in its place stands an appeal to a life abandoned to God’s glory, regardless of the personal cost.  The believers in Philippi knew difficulty well, but Paul’s counsel was not to avoid it.  Instead he promises even more difficulty with the assurance that the Christian concept of joy will outshine every affliction.  
He begins the letter with thanksgiving, both for their generous gift and also for their faith.   His language is striking in verses 4 and 5, as he calls the Philippians both “partakers” and “participators” with him in the Gospel.  This fellowship is based upon the fruit shown by the recipients.
The next section is a well-known passage where Paul declares a sort of philosophy of ministry, declaring that “to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Paul had no idea when or if he would be released from prison, but continued to have an attitude shaped by his singular passion for the Gospel.  True joy is not a function of circumstances, but rather is founded upon an enduring purpose in Christ.  He did not want the Philippians to be distraught at the thought of his imprisonment and so reminded them of the Christian’s joy in all circumstances.

He further encourages them to embrace a unity founded upon service to others, as modeled by Christ in His humility.  Just as Christ did not consider himself too good to serve others, neither should we.  He gave up his position in heaven to secure our salvation, an attitude which Paul hopes will be reflected in the way the Philippian Christians treat each other.
In addition to demonstrating this humility through Christ, Paul also cites Timothy and Epaphroditus as examples to emulate.  Both of these men were driven by their zeal for the Gospel and desire to serve others.

He then devotes a significant portion of the book to, surprisingly enough, himself.  We should not take this as arrogance, however, for Paul has no concern for his own glory.  Using himself as an example gives “teeth” to his argument, where he overturns any hope in circumcision or other demonstration of personal righteousness, for if Paul cannot claim these then no person can.  He also uses himself as an example of perseverance, for even Paul presses on to a greater realization of holiness.  He also draws a distinction between true and false apostles, citing his own record of behavior as evidence of his position.  No doubt his appeal is for the sake of unity and clarity, not self-aggrandizement.
Paul concludes the letter with a final appeal to unity and joy, no doubt the two most important elements at work in the letter.  We are called to rejoice regardless of the circumstances, with our hope grounded in God’s faithfulness.  Prayer is central.  When we bring our minds under the lordship of Christ, we then experience the joy and contentment that God desires for us.
In what do you find your joy and contentment?

Are you willing to follow Christ’s example and count yourself as lower than those around you?

What do you typically “set your mind upon?”

Day Two – 1:1-11
Paul states that he and Timothy are “bond-servants” of Jesus Christ.   What does this mean?  How did this affect his life?

What do you learn about Paul’s circumstances as he writes this letter? (v. 7)  

How does the fact that you were purchased out of the slave-market of sin by the blood of Christ change the way you think and live on a daily basis? 
How could he be joyful considering his circumstances?

How can a person be joyful when circumstances are not what he or she wants?

Day Three  
What do you learn about the recipients of this letter in verses 1-11?  You might want to make a list and/or mark the recipients using a distinctive way or color in your bible.

When did Paul begin a relationship with them?  Read Acts 15:36-17:1. 

Why does he call them “saints” in Christ Jesus?

Would Paul call you a saint in Christ Jesus if he was writing a letter to you?  Why, or why not?

Day Four  
The word pray(er) is repeated several times in these verses.  

When did Paul pray for them?  

How did he pray? (v. 4)  

What did he pray for them in verses 9-11?

For whom are you praying? 

Are your prayers usually for physical or spiritual needs?  Why?

What would you say is the believer’s greatest prayer need?

Day Five
 In what did the Philippians participate with Paul? (v. 5)

What was Paul confident of concerning the saints at Philippi? (v. 6)

Now read the entire letter to the Philippians.  Try to put yourself in Paul’s place as he writes to these people who mean so much to him because of their participation in the gospel with him.  

Put yourself in the place of the Philippians as they receive this letter from the one who shared the gospel with them but is now in prison.

Think about the people that were used of God to bring you to faith in Christ and those who have discipled you as God completes the good work He began in you.

Who has the Lord put in your life that you are or should be encouraging as they are growing in the faith?  

Day Six
Allow yourself some time to explore some other material on these verses.  Here are some suggestions:

http://bible.org/seriespage/philippians-introduction-argument-and-outline 
Here is a short commentary over Philippians by well-known New Testament scholar Daniel Wallace.  Don’t try to read the whole thing (phew!), but just look for what interests you and helps your understanding.

http://www.biblegateway.com/resources/commentaries/index.php?action=getBookSections&cid=8&source=1
This is another short commentary by scholar Gordon Fee.

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/resources/author-index/a/DA_Carson/scripture/philippians#
These are a wonderful set of audio sermons over Philippians by D.A. Carson.

If you would like to purchase a book-length commentary over Philippians, here are a few suggestions in order of difficulty.

Ralph Martin, New Century Bible
Frank Thielman, NIV Application Series

John MacArthur
Gordon Fee, New International Commentary on the New Testament

P.T. O’Brien, New International Greek Commentary on the New Testament
