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When I was at school, many years ago, we had to do Latin.  Everyone did it to start with in Years 7 & 8 

and then as we moved up the school there were various options.  I enjoyed it and found it interesting, so 

did it all the way up to A-level – and, indeed, on into university.  I’ve never been called upon to speak it, 

but it does help from time to time when you’re reading gravestones or trying to work out what an 

unfamiliar word means.  I’ve actually got a book of Latin phrases that you can use to insult people, but as 

the people I want to insult don’t usually speak Latin, there seems little point, really. 

 

Anyway, one of the authors we had to study was a person called Cicero – Marcus Tullius Cicero – who 

was a politician, orator and writer.  We mainly read his speeches and his letters.  At that time, letters were 

a kind of recognised literary form – people composed letters very carefully and they were full of all kinds 

of literary devices and also references to the culture and current events of the time.  They dealt with big 

issues to do with life, the universe and the Empire.  But they also invariably included references to mutual 

friends and acquaintances.  The lofty matters of state and discussions about philosophy were sprinkled 

with very human touches – enquiries about the family, little insights into the lives and interests of the 

correspondents, invitations to meet up, and so on. 

 

And that is the case with Paul’s letters, too.  The letters that we have from the great Apostle in our New 

Testament contain great expositions of doctrine, weighty words about church discipline and procedure, 

impassioned proclamations of the Gospel.  Were that not so, they wouldn’t have been included in the 

Bible as words inspired by God and vital to the lives of Jesus’ followers down through the centuries.  But 

they also contain crucial insights into Paul’s own personal interests, relationships and friendships.  They 

pretty well all mention people by name – colleagues, fellow-workers, friends, and even those who have 

let Paul down or failed to support and help him in his ministry.  This Letter to the Philippians, which we 

are working our way through on these Sunday mornings, is a very good example.  It’s full of human 

touches which help us identify with Paul in his ministry and give us an insight into the world of the 

Church in the middle of the first century. 

 

As we’ve already seen, Paul is writing this letter from a situation of lockdown and isolation in Ephesus.  

He’s been arrested and detained for his uncompromising preaching and has written from his prison to his 

friends in the church at Philippi, a Roman colony in Macedonia.  Despite his situation, this is a letter full 

of joy and packed with reasons for the Philippians to rejoice with him in his circumstances.  In his 

situation of lockdown and isolation, he is able to see the bigger picture, to recognise that it’s not all about 

him and his plight.  He is part of a partnership of believers wanting to make known the good news about 



Jesus as widely as possible, a network of fellow-followers of Jesus.  And the passage that Steve has read 

for us this morning brings home that point very well. 

 

In the same way that many of us are feeling at the moment, he is really eager to see his friends once 

again.  In v25 he says that he is confident he will be able to travel to Philippi again soon.  There is a short 

term goal in view which is sustaining him as he contemplates the longer term prospect of spending 

eternity with Jesus.  Having that to look forward to is something that is enabling him to rejoice – and he 

clearly hopes that his friends reading this letter will rejoice in that sense of anticipation too.  In the 

meantime, though, he is going to send two of his friends to see them, partly as a way of exchanging news 

and information.  Those two friends and fellow-workers are Timothy and Epaphroditus. 

 

TIMOTHY 

Timothy pops up several times in the New Testament.  He was the son of a mixed marriage – his mother 

Eunice was Jewish and his father Greek – and he came from Lystra, which is where we first meet him in 

Acts 16.  He becomes a believer and accompanies Paul on his travels, eventually becoming a pastor and 

church leader, which is why Paul writes two letters of help and advice to him, which also appear in our 

New Testament.  In this situation, though, he is acting as a kind of go-between, taking news of Paul to 

Philippi and bringing news back for Paul. 

 

Paul praises him highly here – and particularly for his pastoral heart.  Not only has he served with Paul 

“in the work of the gospel” – in preaching and teaching the good news about Jesus and the coming 

Kingdom of God – but he also “takes a genuine interest in [the Philippians’] welfare.”  Paul contrasts 

this with what he sees as the selfish attitudes of everyone else.  That “everyone” must surely be an 

exaggeration as Paul praises others elsewhere for their care and concern, but he has already written about 

this earlier in this letter, in 2:3,4, so he clearly considers this attitude of self-absorption to be a common 

trait in many of the Christian community.  As we said a couple of weeks ago, the love of the members of 

the Christina community for each other – our love for each other as part of our church fellowship – is to 

be an eloquent witness to others in a society which can often appear to be divided and uncaring. 

 

EPAPHRODITUS 

In contrast to Timothy, Epaphroditus is mentioned only in this letter in the New Testament.  We don’t 

know very much about him at all – only what we can piece together from what Paul says here and the 

assumption that he, too, is a Gentile as his name is based on the name of the Greek goddess of love, 

Aphrodite.  He has clearly engaged eagerly in ministry with Paul – Paul refers to him as his “brother, 

fellow-worker and fellow soldier”, someone who is very close to Paul and who has been a warrior for the 

cause of the Gospel. 



 

He is also referred to as “your messenger” and seems to have been the person who came from Philippi 

with the gifts that the church there had got together for Paul.  Remember that we said a few weeks ago 

that, in a Roman prison, nothing was provided for the prisoners – that had to buy their own food and any 

other things that they needed, so the Philippians had sent supplies for Paul via Epaphroditus. 

 

Sadly, the messenger was taken ill while he was with Paul.  Paul recognised Epaphroditus’s recovery 

from this near-fatal illness as God’s intervention (v27) and it may well be this which Paul commends as 

“risking his life for me”.  Clearly, this is someone else who was not so taken up with his own work and 

welfare that he wouldn’t get involved with others.  F F Bruce, the great New Testament scholar wrote this 

about him: “The mind of Christ, which has been so eloquently celebrated earlier (in 2:5-11) was worthily 

reproduced in Epaphroditus”.  Anyway, because of this illness and the continuing effect it’s having on 

him, Paul is going to send him straight back to Philippi, both to put the Philippians’ minds at rest and to 

reassure Paul himself that he will be well looked after in his recovery. 

 

And here comes the mention of joy in this week’s passage – the Philippians are to “Welcome him in the 

Lord with great joy”.  It will be good for them to see him again, and good for Epaphroditus to be 

welcomed back home by those he knows and loves – as, no doubt, many of us over the next few weeks 

will be welcoming friends and family again after the long and enforced times of separation during our 

lockdown and isolation (yet another appropriate reference in this letter to our current situation). 

 

This passage is not packed full of great doctrine.  It is unlikely to contribute to any work of systematic 

theology.  It isn’t even loaded with direct advice about our behaviour and attitudes as followers of Jesus.  

It’s a little insight into the world of St Paul and those early Christians who were doing their best to live 

out the teaching of Jesus in their little situations.  But it is an example to us of how we are to relate to one 

another if we want to call ourselves followers of Jesus. 

 

It is a reminder of our need for fellowship within the body of Christ, the church.  We cannot allow 

ourselves to be branded as those who “look out only for their own interests”, as people trying to live as 

individuals in a church which desperately needs to model unity and love in a broken and fragmented 

world.  We need each other’s friendship – a friendship demonstrated in the way we look out for each 

other’s interests.  We need to affirm and encourage one another as Paul so obviously does with these two 

friends and fellow-workers.  And we need to do all that we can to ensure that we are working together, 

following the same aims and pursuing the same objectives – sharing the good news about Jesus and his 

Kingdom in our words and by our actions. 

 



The healthy Christian community, which we mentioned last week, is one which demonstrates these 

qualities and shows in the very act of doing things together, in unity, the distinctive attractiveness that we 

hope will draw in others and which will also contribute to our sense of joy.  We hope it won’t be too long 

before we can physically meet together again and that will, I’m sure, enable us to “welcome each other in 

the Lord with great joy” – but, until then, we can show some of that same welcome and joy on the 

‘phone, in our social media communications, at our Zoom gatherings and whenever we encounter those 

who are our “brothers and sisters, fellow-workers and fellow-soldiers” in the service of Jesus Christ. 
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For reflection and discussion 
 

1) What qualities would you expect to see in a “fellow-soldier”?  Why do you think Paul uses that term? 
 
2) How can we really “take a genuine interest in [each other’s] welfare” ?  Why do you think Paul is so 

harsh on those who do not? 
 
3) The Philippians are asked to welcome Epaphroditus “with great joy” and to “honour men like him”.  

How can we honour those who put their lives on the line for the Gospel? 
 
4) Passages like this are not full of doctrine or dogma.  Why do you think they are included in our 

Bible? 
 
5) What will you do as a result of reading this passage? 


