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Philippians 1:1-11 and Philippians 4:10-23
During this session students will—

• Identify key characteristics of good friendships.
• Feel motivated to encourage and care for their own friends by reading the story of Paul being

encouraged and cared for by his friends.

Life is difficult
…even for a Christian—which is why everyone needs at least on e close friend, a

soulmate, someone you’d do almost anything for, someone who does almost anything for
you.

Set yourself up to feel what Philippians is all about by conne cting with a close
friend. Let them know the things about their friendship that mean a lot to you. Then think
of someone whose life you have touched in the past, and reconn ect w ith this person, too,
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of someone whose life you have touched in the past, and reconn ect w ith this person, too,
by giving that person something or some communication that y ou know will support
them.

Inform your teaching

Friends understand, comprehend, and appreciate
Paul’s letter to the Christians in Philippi is so bone-jarring in some ways—he ends one subject and starts
another with absolutely no warning—that some biblical scholars think the letter we call “Philippians” is actually a
compilation of three letters Paul wrote to this church. The letter simply defies any linear organization. As further
evidence for the multi-letter theory, these experts point to the apostle’s words, “It’s no trouble for me to write the
same things to you again” (3:1, emphasis added).

Others disagree, explaining that Paul’s whiplash segues are merely evidence of a very personal letter to
intimate friends—the kind of letter you write when your friend recognizes immediately what you’re writing about
without you having to explain everything in detail. You and your friend have enough history together that just a
phrase evokes entire experiences you’ve shared. So naturally, you can jump around a lot, ramble here and
there, interrupt a train of thought with a reminiscence, then double back to where you left off again. After all, this
isn’t a seminary thesis. It’s a letter to your friend, for crying out loud.

Luv u!
Philippians is that kind of letter. Whether it’s a compilation or whether it arrived in a Macedonian mailbox in a
single envelope, most everyone agrees that it’s a particularly intimate letter. The letter is dripping with Paul’s
love for these people. Look at the forms it takes—

• Intimacy. “I have you in my heart,” the apostle writes (1:7).
• Desire. “I long for all of you” (1:8).
• Gratitude. Especially this. “It was good of you to share in my troubles,” Paul wrote (4:14, 16). “You sent

me aid again and again when I was in need”—specifically, for what sounds like a very practical gift,
especially when you remember that Paul was writing from a prison (see Letter from Block B, Cell
27, at right). Was it a cash gift? Extra rations of food? Winter clothing? A care package of warm
socks and hot chocolate? Such practical deliveries were not unknown—Paul wrote to Timothy to
“bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, and my scrolls” (2 Timothy 4:13).

It was probably the
Philippian church that Paul
bragged on to Christians in
Corinth in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5 .
The Christians in Philippi—a
city in the province of
Macedonia—apparently gave
a generous gift of cash to
Paul or to a cause of Paul’s,
even though they lived in
poverty themselves.

The courier
Whatever it was, the gift came via Epaphroditus (ee-pafro-DYE-tus)—“my brother,
fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to
take care of my needs” (Philippians 2:25). Epaphroditus was undoubtedly a
pagan-turned-Christian, what with a name that means belonging to Aphrodite, or
Venus, the Greek goddess of love. After he had delivered the Philippians’ gift to
Paul, he had apparently stayed around and been of immense and necessary help
to Paul—in the process becoming ill and almost dying. This letter of Philippians is
something of a thank-you note—with large helpings of encouragement and
warnings—Paul is the writer, after all!—sent back to Philippi by the hand of, again, Epaphroditus (2:25-30).

Gratitude for the gift (whatever it was), for lending Paul Epaphroditus for quite a while, for the Philippians’
unwavering partnership with him—it all pointed to an intimate and cherished love between friends.

Letter from Block B, Cell 27
You’ve got to be a Pauline-epistle trivia nut to enjoy this: h is letter to the Philippian

Christians was clearly written from prison—but what prison ? The reference to a “palace
guard” ( 1:13) and “Caesar’s household” ( 4:22) seem obvious allusions to a Roman
imprisonment—but the book just doesn’t have that late-in-l ife feel to Pauline scholars,
like 2 Timothy. Most agree that Paul was in Rome only during th e final years of his life.

During the 20th century, however, an inscription was discov ered that indicated “the
presence of a detachment of the Praetorian Guard* as well as m embers of Caesar’s
household” in Ephesus—a discovery that puts Ephesus on the l ist of possible cities from
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which was written the letter to the Philippians. (The Wyclif fe Bible Commentary, Charles
F. Pfeiffer and Everett F. Harrison [eds.]Chicago: Moody Pr ess, 1962; writer of Philippians
commentary: Robert H. Mounce).

*The Praetorian Guard was an elite squad of imperia l soldier s pledged to protect
the Roman emperor—kind of the Secret Service meets the Navy S EALs.

A friend in need
For all the fiascos that friends can cause for each other—especially among adolescents—no one wishes for
friendlessness. The strength and support and love friends can give each other is worth the risk of getting mixed
up in the wrong crowd. Besides, trying to keep teenagers from their friends, or from making friends, is like
trying to keep an outdoor cat indoors—sooner or later, the door will hang open just one second too long, and
out they’ll shoot. Kids will find a way to their friends, for good or ill.

This session explores the intimate friendship between Paul and the Philippian church, and what it means
for you and your students.

[creative writing option]

How to be a good friend

• A copy of How to Be a Good
Friend Handout (page 90) for
each student

• pencils

Either in small groups or individually, prep your kids for this activity with
words to this effect—

We’re going to see that Paul and the Philippians had a
deep and intimate friendship. What makes such a friendship,
anyway? Openness? Honesty? An easy willingness to
share?

Let’s think for a few minutes about the kind of friends we’d like to be to others—which
isn’t a bad strategy for making friends, because people attr act the kind of friends that they
are themselves.

Then hand out copies of How to Be a Good Friend (page 90), and let the kids work through them.

[interactive reading option]

The great “everybody together now!” interactive responsiv e
reading
Before you or one or more students read Philippians 1:1-11 and 4:10-23 aloud, prep your group this way—

• Whenever you hear the words I or me, shout together, “WHO, ME?”
• Whenever you hear the words you or your , shout, “YES, YOU!”
• Whenever you hear a name for God ( God , Jesus , Christ , et cetera), sing the words, “JOY

TO THE WORLD!”
• When you hear the word gospel , declare, “AMEN!”

With any luck, the Harvesters Bible study on the other side of the church building will think you’re having a
Pentecostal service. Whoop it up!
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[small group Bible-snooping option]

Scratch the surface of an intimate friendship, and you’ll fi nd
gratitude

• a copy of Just between friends
Handout (page 91) for each student

• Bibles
• pencils

To make the transition to the Bible study, choose what points from below you
want to make, summarize them in your own words—or, if you prefer, just read
them verbatim.

• Paul’s letter to the Christians at Philippi—technically c alled
“The Letter of St. Paul to the Philippians”— is a very
personal letter, because everything in it points to the fact
that they and Paul were intimate friends. He had been

visited there in Philippi at least once, spent some time with the Christians there, he
knew individuals, and he could picture them as he wrote to the m.

• And just like you do in letters or e-mail messages you write t o your best friend, he jumped
around a lot without explaining everything in detail. He cha nges subjects abruptly,
interrupts a train of thought with a reminiscence, then doub les back to where he left off.
So as we study this letter, don’t let his spiraling around con fuse you. It’s just a letter to
dear friends who can almost read his thoughts.

• This letter is especially full of gratitude . You’ll see this as we read it. What Paul had most on
his mind to be thankful for was the gift the Philippians had se nt him via a messenger
named Epaphroditus (ee-pafro-DYE-tus). The way Paul wrote , it seemed a very practical
gift, especially considering that Paul was writing from a pr ison. It could have been cash,
extra rations of food, winter clothing—maybe a first-centu ry care package of warm
socks and hot chocolate. In any case, Paul just couldn’t get o ver how thoughtful and
generous the Philippians had been to him.

Then distribute Just between friends Handout (page 91) to all the students, get into small groups (preferably
with an adult in each group), and let ’em start talking about the passage.

[role-play option]

Friendship dilemmas

• Slips from Friendship Dilemmas
Handout (page 92)

Say something to this effect—

One reason a friendship becomes close or intimate is
because you and your friend survive a tough time between
you. In friendship as in the rest of life, problems can
strengthen you.

If your youth group is on the small side, have different students role-play the scenarios in Friendship
Dilemmas Handout (page 92). If your youth group is larger, divide into small groups, give them each a slip
from Friendship Dilemmas , and let them role-play solutions in their small groups.

Just for fun—and for contrast—have kids role-play how not to deal with one or two of the predicaments.
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Be a giving friend this week
Tell the students words to this effect—

Paul’s gratitude to the Philippians for whatever their gift to him was, his gratitude for
their lending him Epaphroditus for quite a while, his gratit ude for the Philippians’
unwavering partnership with him—it all pointed to an intima te and cherished love between
friends.

Even though friends can cause craziness for each other, no on e wants to be
friendless. No one ought to be friendless. Friends are stren gth, support, encouragement,
and clarity when life gets tough. These are gifts that intima te friends give each other.

Think this week what gifts your friends need, and what gifts y ou can give them. Think
broadly—the gift that is needed can be very concrete (like th e food or clothing or whatever
the Philippians sent Paul) or maybe just your silent presenc e during an especially hard time.

If your group is small enough, some students may respond to your invitation to share what gift that is, without
mentioning the name of the friend they’re thinking of.

Close with a prayer. You may want to close each of these sessions on Philippians for the next few weeks
with a prayerful passage in Philippians 1:9-11 (adapted slightly for group prayer).

And this is our prayer: that our love may abound more and more i n knowledge and
depth of insight,

So that we may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until
the day of Christ,

Filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Je sus Christ—to the glory
and praise of God.

Amen.

Session 7 Hand-Outs

How to be a good friend Handout
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How to be a good friend Handout
Those who are good friends find good friends. Although we’d all
like to choose the perfect friend—or perfect parent, girlfriend or
boyfriend, boss, and so on—it’s easier to change yourself than
to change someone else.
So be intentional for a few minutes about the kind of friend you’d
like to be if you could. Dream a little—just for fun, redesign
yourself into the kind of friend you’d like to be.
How do you want to appear to your friend?
What kind of relationship with God do you want to have for the
sake of your friendship?
What principles do you want to stand on in your friendship?
What kind of mind do you want to have to be a good friend?
How do you want to talk to your friend?
How do you want to express emotions to a good friend?
How do you want to spend free time with a friend?
What do you want to digest spiritually for the sake of your
friendship?
Where do you want to be going in life with your friend?
From Creative Bib le Lessons in Galatians and Phi l ipp ians. Perm ission to reproduce this page
granted only for use in the buyer’s own youth group. www.YouthSpecial ties.com .

Just between friends ... Handout

Just between friends... Handout
First, talk about this—
• What made an intimate friend when you were very young (one
who gave me her Cracker Jack prize, one who let me use his
baseball mitt when he was batting, et cetera)?
• What makes an intimate friend now (you can actually tell an
intimate friend what you dreamed last night, an intimate friend is
one you can invite on a family vacation, et cetera)?
• Talk about something a friend did for you or gave you that you
are really, really grateful for—something you’ll never forget,
something that you’ve measured all friendships against since
then?
• Talk about what that friendship—or any intimate friendship—
may have cost you—what did you miss as a result of being with
your intimate friend? What little or big irritating habits did you put
up with for the sake of that friendship? What about you did your
friend have to put up with?
After reading Philippians 1:1-11 and 4:10-23, talk about three or
four of these questions that appeal to your group. You may want
to jot down some insights your group comes up with or
something memorable that one of you may say.
• What is it about the Philippians that they rank so high in Paul’s
estimation? If it seems like he’s bragging on them, why?

• Pick out a few details about the Philippians that Paul is particularly grateful for.
• In this friendship between Paul and the Christians at Philippi, what does Paul say he receives from them?
What does Paul say they get from him?
• What does Paul want for his friends at Philippi?
Finally…
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• Anything in these verses that’s a puzzle to you? That just doesn’t make sense?
• What one thing got your attention most of all in these verses? Why did it affect you like it did?
From Creative Bib le Lessons in Galatians and Phi l ipp ians. Perm ission to reproduce this page granted only for use in the buyer’s own youth group.
www.YouthSpecial ties.com .

Friendship dilemmas Handout

Friendship dilemmas Handout
Mall run
A friend of yours offers to drive you to the mall five miles away.
On the way there, you put two and two together and realize that
he took his parents’ car without their knowing it. And that he
failed his driver’s test last week.
What do you do?
Wannabe with you
You usually eat lunch with a few good friends. But someone you
don’t know very well has started sitting with you and trying to
make conversation. It’s apparent that this person doesn’t really
have any friends and is trying hard to fit in—too hard, in fact—
and not succeeding at it. Yet you have hardly any classes with
these friends this year, and lunch is the about the only time you
can connect with them.
What do you do?
Love versus you
One of your close friends starts dating a new girlfriend, and it’s
not long before he’s with her almost all the time—and he hardly
hangs with you at all. What’s curious is that you know they often
argue, even in public, yet they never go anywhere without each
other. You wonder what their relationship is like—it doesn’t
seem all that healthy to you—but they haven’t asked you for

advice. Besides, it’s probably just your hurt feelings at being “dropped” as his best friend.
What do you do?
Ivy League friend
One of your friends has just been accepted to Stanford, say, or Princeton—a top-rate, exclusive school, in any
case. At first she is happy about it, as anyone would be. Then you notice that whenever your group of friends
talks about colleges, she always name-drops Stanford and makes sure everyone understands how elite it is. In
short, your friend quickly becomes obnoxious. She’s still your friend and all—but it’s kind of hard, since you
haven’t even heard from the colleges you applied to: a couple of state colleges, one in town and one three
hours away. You’re just getting tired of being constantly reminded of how great she and her Ivy League school
are.
What do you do?
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