Philippians 2:21



- is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, which is used to explain the reason for Paul’s previous statement.  It should be translated “The reason for this is that.”  Then we have the nominative masculine plural subject from the article and adjective PAS, meaning “all of them” or “they all” as in Rom 11:32; 1 Cor 9:22; Phil 2:21; 1 Cor 10:17; 2 Cor 5:14b; and Eph 4:13.”
  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article, meaning “the things.”  With this we have the adverbial genitive from the third person masculine plural reflexive pronoun HEAUTOU, meaning “concerning or about themselves.”  The literal meaning “the things about themselves” is an idiomatic expression meaning “their own interests” as in 1 Cor 13:5 and Phil 2:4.
  Then we have the third person plural present active indicative from the verb ZĒTEW, which means “to seek.”

The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that the subject “all of them” are producing the action.  The big question is: to whom does this refer?  See below for the explanation.


The indicative mood is declarative of a dogmatic statement of fact.
“The reason for this is that they all keep seeking their own interests,”
- is the absolute, dogmatic negative adverb OU, meaning “not” with the appositional accusative from the neuter plural article used as a demonstrative pronoun, meaning “those” and referring back to the previous phrase meaning “their own interest.”  This is followed by the genitive of possession from the masculine singular proper nouns IĒSOUS and CHRISTOS, meaning “of Jesus Christ.”
“not those of Christ Jesus.”
Phil 2:21 corrected translation
“The reason for this is that they all keep seeking their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.”
Explanation:
1.  “The reason for this is that they all keep seeking their own interests,”

a.  Paul continues by giving the Philippians the reason why he must send Timothy.  There was no one else with the spiritual maturity to send (with one exception as we shall see).

b.  Timothy was the only one with the spiritual maturity of unconditional virtuous love for the Philippians as the motivation to go there and provide doctrine for them.

c.  Timothy was the only person with Paul, who cared enough to go.



(1)  This tells us that the other members of Paul’s team were probably already deployed elsewhere working with other churches or had not yet advanced enough spiritually to function as a substitute teacher for Paul.



(2)  In order to assess the situation of Paul’s team at this time, we have to look at who he mentions in the prison epistles (Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon and Philippians).




(a)  Epaphroditus, the pastor of the Philippian church, had been unable to return due to illness, but would be sent back shortly, Phil 2:25-30 (the one exception).



(b)  Col 4:14 tells us that Luke and Demas were also with Paul.





i.  Luke almost always stayed with Paul and apparently did not have the spiritual gift of pastor-teacher.





ii.  Demas is the shortened form of Demetrius.  He is a Gentile believer and a member of Paul’s team during the first Roman imprisonment.  He is a mature believer, since he is mentioned in the same company with Luke in this passage, but probably not ready to teach a congregation already more advanced spiritually than he was.  He had the gift of pastor-teacher.  Paul tells us in 2 Tim 4:10 that Demas quit the ministry, went into geographical reversionism, deserted Paul, and went to Thessalonica.  Demas was out of the geographical will of God.  After Paul’s death, the apostle John notes in 3 Jn 12 Demas’ reversion recovery.



(c)  Phile 1:10 tells us that “my child Onesimus, whom I have begotten in my imprisonment” was with Paul, but he was a new believer.



(d)  Phile 1:23-24 tells us that Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke were with Paul.  Mark was Paul’s amanuensis (scribe).





i.  Epaphras was the pastor of the Colossian church according to Col 1:7 and 4:12.  He came to see Paul in Rome and discuss the problems of combating the doctrinal heresy of Gnosticism.  He may have been retained with Paul after arriving in Rome because the Roman believers and Paul needed him to be a witness at Paul’s trial.  He was released with Paul, returned to Colossae, where he died as a martyr, being executed finally by the Romans.  Therefore, he would have gone back to his church in Colossae rather than be sent by Paul to Philippi.





ii.  Aristarchus was a Jew who became a Roman citizen and this was the name he took.  He was a native of Thessalonica, who joined Paul’s team on Paul’s third missionary journey.  In Ephesus, he was seized and nearly killed by a mob, Acts 19:29.  In 59 A.D., he left Ephesus and went with Paul to Greece.  He went with Paul to Rome, when he did not have to go, and stayed there with Paul as a witness for Paul.  He was martyred in Rome during Nero’s reign.



(e)  According to Eph 6:21, Tychicus, the pastor of the Ephesian church, was also with Paul, but Paul was sending him back to Ephesus with the letters for that church and the other churches of Asia.



(f)  Titus was either in Corinth or Crete.


d.  Therefore, from all this evidence we see that no one on Paul’s team could really be sent to the Philippians except Timothy.  Therefore, the phase “they all” or “all of them” cannot refer to anyone on Paul’s team.  So it has to refer to someone else.

e.  “They all” refers to the members of the Roman church.  Note Warren Wiersbe’s comments in The Bible Exposition Commentary.
“It is worth noting that even in Paul’s day mutual concern was not a popular virtue. The Christians at Rome were not too interested in the problems at Philippi; Paul could not find one person among them willing to go to Philippi (Phil 2:19–21).  Times have not changed too much.  In this paragraph, Paul is still discussing the submissive mind.  He has given us a description of the submissive mind in the example of Jesus Christ (Phil 2:1–11).  He has explained the dynamics of the submissive mind in his own experience (Phil 2:12–18).  Now he introduces us to two of his helpers in the ministry, Timothy and Epaphroditus, and he does this for a reason.  He wants us to know that the submissive mind is not a luxury enjoyed by a chosen few; it is a necessity for Christian joy, and an opportunity for all believers.

Paul probably met Timothy on his first missionary journey (Acts 14:6ff), at which time, perhaps, the youth was converted (1 Cor 4:17).  Paul always considered the young man his own ‘dearly beloved son’ in the faith (2 Tim 1:2).  When Paul returned to Derbe and Lystra while on his second journey, he enlisted young Timothy as one of his fellow laborers (Acts 16:1–4).  In one sense, Timothy replaced John Mark.


In Timothy’s experience, we learn that the submissive mind is not something that suddenly, automatically appears in the life of the believer. Timothy had to develop and cultivate the ‘mind of Christ’.  It was not natural for him to be a servant; but, as he walked with the Lord and worked with Paul, he became the kind of servant that Paul could trust and God could bless. Notice the characteristics of this young man.


He had a servant’s mind (vv. 19–21).  To begin with, Timothy naturally cared for people and was concerned about their needs.  He was not interested in ‘winning friends and influencing people’; he was genuinely interested in their physical and spiritual welfare.  Paul was concerned about the church at Philippi and wanted to send someone to convey his concern and get the facts. There were certainly hundreds of Christians in Rome (Paul greets twenty-six of them by name in Rom 16); yet not one of them was available to make the trip!  ‘All seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ’s’ (Phil 2:21).


But Timothy had a natural concern for the welfare of others; he had a servant’s mind.  It is too bad that the believers in Rome were so engrossed in themselves and their own internal wranglings (Phil 1:15–16) that they had no time for the work of the Lord.  Timothy was interested only in the spiritual condition of God’s people, and this concern was natural to him. How did this concern develop?  The answer is in the next characteristic of this remarkable young man.

He had a servant’s training (verse 22).  Paul did not add Timothy to his ‘team’ the very day the boy was saved.  Paul was too wise to make an error like that.  He left him behind to become a part of the church fellowship in Derbe and Lystra, and it was in that fellowship that Timothy grew in spiritual matters and learned how to serve the Lord.  When Paul returned to that area a few years later, he was happy to discover that young Timothy ‘was well reported of the brethren’ (Acts 16:2).  Years later, Paul would write to Timothy about the importance of permitting new converts to grow before thrusting them into important places of ministry (1 Tim 3:6–7).  Paul gave him time to get his roots down, and then he enlisted the young man to work with him on his missionary tours.  He taught Timothy the Word and permitted him to watch the apostle in his ministry (2 Tim 3:10–17).  This was the way Jesus trained His disciples.  He gave personal instruction balanced by on-the-job experience.

Timothy had a servant’s reward (vv. 23–24).  Timothy knew the meaning of ‘sacrifice and service’ (Phil 2:17), but God rewarded him for his faithfulness.  Because Timothy was a ‘good and faithful servant,’ faithful over a few things, God rewarded him with ‘many things’.   He had the joy of serving with the great Apostle Paul and assisting him in some of his most difficult assignments (1 Cor 4:17ff; Timothy is mentioned at least twenty-four times in Paul’s letters).  But perhaps the greatest reward God gave to Timothy was to choose him to be Paul’s replacement when the great apostle was called home (see 2 Tim 4:1–11).  Paul himself wanted to go to Philippi, but had to send Timothy in his place.  But, what an honor!  Timothy was not only Paul’s son, and Paul’s servant, but he became Paul’s substitute!”


f.  Now that we know the “who” we can understand the “what.”  What happened to all the mature believers mentioned by Paul in his letter to the Romans just 3-4 years previously?  They all keep seeking their own interests.  They had an agenda problem: they were on their own agenda rather than God’s agenda.  Everyone was too busy to go to Philippi on behalf of Paul.  Not one mature believer in the Roman church from three years ago had maintained their spiritual advance.  This is why the pivot of the Roman Empire was never in Rome, but in the Greek churches of Philippi, Ephesus, and Colossae.

g.  God has a plan for our life.  That plan requires that we develop confidence in God.  This is also called our personal sense of destiny.  When we learn enough Bible doctrine to develop genuine confidence in the plan of God, we start to function in God’s plan on God’s agenda.

h.  The spiritual life demands we get on God’s agenda, which never conflicts with normal things in life.

i.  We cannot bring our own agenda to the advanced spiritual life.  We must check our agenda at the door of a personal sense of destiny.  If we do not check our agenda at the door of a personal sense of destiny, then we will never enter into the adult spiritual life, never share the happiness of God, and never reach spiritual maturity.  This tells us that the Roman church was going into reversionism.  This is probably why there was never a second letter sent to the Roman church.  This also explains Paul’s comment in 2 Tim 4:11, “Only Luke is with me.”  Not one person from the Roman church stood by Paul in his second imprisonment and trial before the Imperial Court.

j.  When we have our own agenda, we reject grace, bow our neck, and walk into evil.  This was happening in the Roman church.


k.  When spiritual adults turn back to their own agenda rather than God’s agenda, they enter emotional revolt of the soul.

l.  Every demand by God on the believer’s volition is a part of God’s agenda, and God wasn’t even demanding anything of the Roman believers.  They couldn’t even volunteer for this duty.  As long as the lust pattern of the sin nature motivates us and the sin nature controls our soul rather than reciprocal love for God, we are on our own agenda.

2.  “not those of Jesus Christ.”

a.  When we are on our own agenda, we are not on Christ’s agenda.  Following our own agenda means not following the plan of God for our life.  We are following our plan instead of God’s plan.

b.  Our plan for our life inevitably involves self-interest, which becomes selfishness, which becomes pre-occupation with self, which becomes arrogance.


c.  The interests of our Lord are always about us and not about Himself.  Our Lord is the ultimate example of selfless service for the benefit of others.  The interests of Christ Jesus are:



(1)  The teaching of the word of God, so that believers will develop a personal love for God the Father.



(2)  An understanding of the plan and will of God, so that believers will obey the will of God the Father.


d.  The issue is: what is more important to us in our life—our agenda or God’s agenda?
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