
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal 

discipleship through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a 

church planting church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace 

characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

 

Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Epaphroditus – A Fellow Soldier 
Philippians 2:25-30 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
There is a brotherhood birthed in the caldron of a shared experience that is incapable of being 
reproduced in any other context.  The level of intimacy shared by Paul and Epaphroditus and 
his kind is foreign to those who never commit and never stay the course.  It is only as we exist 
in community that the church can strive together for the faith of the gospel.  This becomes 
impossible when soldiers flee the field of battle or refuse to engage the enemy.   
 
Paul speaks of Epaphroditus as “my brother and fellow worker and fellow soldier.”  Paul 
continues by noting how Epaphroditus serves him as their messenger.  The language of 
genuine love is remarkable and inescapable.  How might we capture such union/unity in 
language form? 
 
Paul highlights two of his co-workers whose characters are sterling.  Is it not tragic that such 
language as this is no longer employed to describe those within the local church?  Does your 
heart not ache for such character?  It isn’t only Epaphroditus and Timothy, but others just like 
them.  Oh to be numbered in their company.  As we consider the text there are four notable 
elements. 
 
First, Paul’s affection for Epaphroditus can be seen (v. 25a).  Epaphroditus is only mentioned 
in this letter (Phil. 2:25; 4:18, 23).1  “Paul mentions him in words of esteem and affection. On his 
return to Philippi he was the bearer of Paul's letter to the church there.”2  His name would 
suggest a non-Jewish upbringing.    
 

We know nothing more of Epaphroditus than what we learn here and in 4:18.  His name is related to the 
cult of the goddess Aphrodite, and he is therefore most likely a convert from a genuinely pagan family 
background.3 

 

NT Scholar Gerald F. Hawthorne offers this observation. 
 

No believer, not even the apostle Paul, demanded that this leader of the church change his pagan 
idolatrous name to something more Christian.  One reason for such toleration may have been the 
awareness that a Christian is not one who merely possesses a Christian name.  Rather a Christian is one 
who practices the Christian life.4 

 
Although his upbringing would be different than that of Timothy, both men loved Christ and 
His Church.  Each was formed by their past, yet each stood within the present loving God.  
Consider the titles assigned to this one individual. 
 
Epaphroditus is called a brother and a fellow worker.  Christianity causes us to have one 
Father whereby each of us is brothers and sisters in Christ.  “The second noun, ‘fellow worker,’ 
is a distinctly Pauline word.  Paul uses it twelve of the thirteen times it appears in the NT 
(Rom. 16:9, 21; 1 Cor. 3:9; 2 Cor. 1:24; 8:23; Phil. 2:25; 4:3; Col. 4:11; 1 Thess. 3:2; Philemon 1, 24; 
3 John 8).”5 
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Paul also identifies him as a “fellow soldier.”  “The third term is a military term denoting a 
‘comrade in arms’ which appears only here and in Philemon 2.  Given Paul’s language of 
‘struggle’ and ‘conflict’ in 1:27, 30 . . . it is safe to see here a confirmation that Epaphroditus, 
like Paul, has had his commitments tested in the face of genuine conflict.”6 

 
It is a military term, used in general of those who fight side by side, and used specifically here by Paul of 
Epaphroditus and himself as men who fought together against the adversaries of the gospel or against all 
the powers of the enemy of God and Christ.  This word is a reminder that the Christian shares not only in 
the work of the gospel but also in consequent suffering.7 

 
The word is used only twice in the New Testament (Phil. 2:25 and Philemon 2).  He is also 
identified as an apostle/messenger and a public servant, sent to convey supplies to Paul (Phil. 
4:18).  “The Greek "leitourgon," literally, implies ministering in the ministerial office. Probably 
Epaphroditus was a presbyter or else a deacon.”8  Paul arranges the words in such a way as “to 
show the intensity of feeling that Paul had for this otherwise unknown person.  His sterling 
character, his devotion to Paul and his dedication to the cause of Christ unfold still further in 
the words that follow.”9 
 
How might we be described?  Each of us is different as to how these qualities are expressed, 
yet are we not someone’s spiritual sibling?  Are we not fellow workers and soldiers within the 
church of Christ?  Have we not been sent by God to appear as light in a crooked and perverse 
generation (Phil. 2:15)?  Are we not public servants?  We are not here to be served, but to serve 
and to give our lives in behalf of Christ and His Church.  Such service is not defined by 
vocation, but by mindset. 
 
Second, Epaphroditus’s devotion to the Church can be seen (vv. 25b-27a).  Verse 26 presents 
the reason for Paul feeling compelled to send Epaphroditus.  The word to describe his 
devotion to Christ and His Church is a word used for “earnestly desiring” and even “lusting 
after” something or someone.  It is the word for desire with an intensifying prefix (epipotheo). 
 
The word for “distressed” is the same word used to describe our Lord’s spirit in the Garden of 
Gethsemane (Matt. 26:37; Mark 14:33).   
 

And He took with Him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and distressed. (Mark 
26:37) 

 
It is used only three times in the New Testament.  “Although the root meaning of the word is 
not clear, the word describes the confused, restless, half-distracted state which is produced by 
physical derangement, or by mental distress like grief, shame, disappointment.”10  Both words 
are present active participles.  His condition was steady.  “The Greek expresses the being worn 
out and overpowered with heavy grief.”11  His emotional strain was compounded by knowing 
of their concern for him.  There is an earthiness to these relationships that cannot be dismissed.  
When we care for others, it impacts us emotionally.    
 
Third, God’s mercy toward His people can be seen (v. 27).  Verse 27 introduces the great 
invasion, “But God.”  Paul fully recognizes God’s mercy by healing Epaphroditus.  Paul’s 
language is graphic, “sorrow upon sorrow [wave upon wave].”  It is that sinking feeling of 
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being completely overwhelmed by the circumstances.  “In addition to all the sorrows of 
imprisonment, [He also had] the prospect of a trial, and the want of friends.”12 
 
The sense of being overwhelmed is that feeling of never being able to catch one’s breath, of 
gasping for air and always coming up short to the point of drowning or suffocating to death.  
How many of us are waiting for our own personal, “But God” moment?  Like the Psalmist we 
cry, “Show me a good sign” (Ps. 86:17).  Like the father of the suffering son, “Lord I believe, 
help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24).  God must step in or all is lost. 
 
Compare Paul’s language here with what is stated in Philippians 1:21.  Although Paul saw 
death as gain he had real emotion and affection for his friends and co-workers.  “[Paul] was 
not afraid to admit to his own vulnerability.”13  Paul’s call to rejoice is not in the absence of or 
denial of painful circumstances and the experiencing of loss.  If Paul had the gift of healing 
miraculously, then he would have healed his friend.14  What is mercy?  Mercy is the 
withholding of just judgment.  Epaphroditus deserved to die, Paul deserved to be distressed 
and the people of Philippi deserved to experience loss and pain.  These emotions and 
conditions are the result of our rebellion against God.   
 
Everyone in our fellowship who deals with chronic illness and hardship and everyone in our 
fellowship living in pain and suffering deserve this.  Sin earned them this wage (Rom. 6:23).  
As harsh and verbally cruel as such a statement sounds, it is true of all of us.  Yet despite all of 
this, God extended mercy to His people.  God loves you not because you can earn His love.  
He loves you because He is God and you are not.  Despite our sin, God continues to not only 
withhold judgment, but gives unmerited blessing and favor.  Who but God is the source and 
sustainer of such beauty? 
 
Finally, Paul’s invitation to the Church can be seen (vv. 28-30).  Three statements are made: 
rejoice and be less concerned (v. 28), receive him with all joy (v. 29a), and respect such men 
like him (vv. 29b-30).  “Joy does not mean the absence of sorrow, but the capacity to rejoice in 
the midst of it.”15  Our joy is not in the absence of our sorrow.  We joy while sorrowing.  Only 
God can do such a work in the life of His people.  This is how we appear as light in the 
crooked and perverse generation.  Receive him with all joy (v. 29a).  It is that warm welcome 
we feel when embraced as family and fully received.  He ends his invitation by calling them to 
respect such men like him (vv. 29b-30).16 
 
The term “high regard” speaks of affection and endearment.  It is the affection a master has 
toward a valued servant (Luke 7:2).  It is the term used of a station higher than your own 
(Luke 14:8).  It is used of God’s people, the church being precious or dear (1 Pet. 2:4).  It is also 
used of Jesus Christ (1 Pet. 2:6). 
 

4 And coming to Him as to a living stone which has been rejected by men, but is choice and precious in 
the sight of God, . . . 6 For this is contained in Scripture: "BEHOLD, I LAY IN ZION A CHOICE STONE, A 
PRECIOUS CORNER stone, AND HE WHO BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED." (1 Pet. 
2:4, 6) 
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Such respectability is not granted but earned through testing.  Are there such individuals in 
our midst?  Do we recognize such “giants?”  God help us to mark such people and to give 
them due honor.  Both of these men and their type are examples of Christ-likeness.  They are 
selfless in their service to Christ and His Church.  They are the embodiment of 2:1-4.  They 
were willing to serve and give to the point of death.  We often hear of such individuals, but do 
we see such in our midst and are we made of this type of metal?  Friend, time and testing will 
tell. 
 
Although Paul uses a masculine pronoun, I believe Paul’s admonition transcends gender.  Paul 
gives the reason why such people are to be held in high regard.  Such people are willing to risk 
their lives in their service to Christ and His Church.  Both Timothy and Epaphroditus were 
willing to place themselves in harm’s way for the sake of the gospel.  Both were determined to 
risk all for the proclamation of the gospel and the planting of Christ’s church. 
 

The word has connotations of humbling or playing dice by which high sums were often at stake.  The 
word was used in the papyri of one who, in the interest of friendship, had exposed himself to dangers as 
an advocate in legal strife by taking his client’s causes, even up to emperors.  The word was later used of 
merchants who, for the sake of gain, exposed themselves to death.  The word was used of a fighter in the 
arena who exposed himself to the dangers of the arena.  In the post-apostolic church a group called the 
paraboloni risked their lives by nursing the sick and burying the dead.17 
 

Although both passages are historical narratives and are not necessarily saying to us, “Go and 
do likewise,” both are challenges for us to simply ask where we are in our service to Christ 
and His Church.  Are we even aware of the larger reality in which we live? 
 
What is this “work of Christ?”  The context of the Letter could suggest two ideas.  Have we not 
already noted such a work in Philippians 2:5-11?  Jesus Christ took on human nature, died a 
cross death and has been exalted above all things created.  This is His work.  Through His 
death came life.  He is the head and His Church is His body.  Is this worth the effort you and I 
extend and are called to do?  I believe so. 
 
It saddens me profoundly how the local church has become irrelevant and ancillary to the life 
of Christians.  We have no place in our planning for the local church.  We speak of 
brotherhood and ministry in the abstract without thought of the community.  We believe we 
obey God and submit to His oversight yet do not engage in a local church or follow those 
whom God has placed in positions of leadership.  Why is there such struggle?  Again, there are 
no simple answers, but the consequences in our culture are notable and troubling. 
 
A second idea is that of supplying his needs as a church planter. 
 

To supply your lack of service--Not that Paul would imply, they lacked the will: what they "lacked" was 
the "opportunity" by which to send their accustomed bounty (Phil. 4:10). "That which ye would have 
done if you could (but which you could not through absence), he did for you; therefore receive him with 
all joy" [ALFORD].18 
 
The grammar of the sentence indicates that it refers to Epaphroditus’ bringing their gift to Paul in Rome; 
and since Paul’s imprisonment is directly related to the ‘work of Christ,’ any gift brought to him by 
fellow believers in this way would be seen as participating in the gospel, as 1:5 suggests.19 
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Supporting church planters is a genuine ministry of the Church.  Although we are and can be 
engaged in many things, there are certain activities we must be engaged in as we seek to carry 
out the Great Commission. 
 
Both Timothy and Epaphroditus embodied Paul’s exhortation and illustration in Philippians 
2:1-11.  Both men are notable.  How are we identified by our peers and by the church family?  
Do we recognize God’s mercy to us on a daily basis?  How well do we receive those who give 
their lives for the sake of the gospel?  Such passages as these challenges us to always align 
ourselves to the greater Story God has written and is now playing out.  New Testament scholar 
Gordon Fee concludes this paragraph with the following observation. 
 

A passage like this ought to serve as a constant reminder to all of us (scholar, pastor, student of the Bible) 
that the NT was written in the context of real people in a very real world.  Biblical texts are too often the 
scholar’s playground and the believer’s rule book, without adequate appreciation for the truly human 
nature of these texts – texts written by one whose speech was ever informed by his theology, but who 
expressed that theology at a very personal and practical level.  Without being maudlin or saccharine one 
may rightly note that Paul lived as a believer in a world surrounded by friends, that those friends 
brought him joy, and that the untimely death of such friends would have been for him immeasurable 
grief.  Hence the sense of deep relief at the experience of God’s mercy is worth noting.  That 
Epaphroditus’ illness was itself the direct result of his “risking his life” for the sake of the work of Christ 
is also worth noting, especially in a culture where taking risks is primarily related to “business ventures,” 
rather than to genuinely personal risks related to one’s love for Christ and for his people.20 

 
May the Holy Spirit continue to open our eyes and ears to our story and its place in God’s 
greater Story. 
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