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While on holidays, we wandered through various markets. Vendors spruiked all sorts of goods. Some 
vendors were loud and pushy, but we were wary. Some goods seemed to be of dubious quality and we 
asked ourselves how durable they were and how quickly they might fall apart. In this week’s passage of 
Scripture, we find that there were believers who were spruiking – and pushing - different ideas about what 
it means to be a ‘real’ Christian. Martin comments that one thing that infuriated Paul, was: 

“the insistence that the (Jewish) rite (of circumcision) must be enforced on Gentile Christians in order 
to make them ‘full Christians’, as the Judaizers required (Acts 15:1). Against such a false doctrine 
and conception of circumcision he writes trenchantly to the Galatians (5:2ff.).”1 

 
ICEBREAKER: For many of us, the decision to buy something with an expensive price tag is a luxury and 
is not something we do in a hurry. The search for something like a house or a car can be time-consuming, 
with the need to do our homework and get inspections/ checks done before handing over our hard-earned 
money. What is one decision you’ve made in your life, to make a significant purchase? Was the decision 
made quickly or over a period of time? Were there any pressures put on you in the process? (eg by sales 
people or family). In hindsight, did you make a good decision? 
 
READ: Philippians 3:1-11 
 
In Phil 3, Paul’s tone suddenly shifted, to warn the Philippians about false teaching that had already 
infiltrated churches in Galatia. It appears that Judaizers had successfully convinced some (male) Gentile 
Christians to undergo circumcision. Gordon Fee poses a good question here: given that circumcision was 
such a painful procedure, what was the attraction and why did this teaching get any traction? 
 
In the eyes of the Romans, Christianity (as distinct from Judaism) was not a legitimate monotheistic religion 
and Christians were being persecuted because “they were followers of a Kyrios (ie a Lord) who had been 
executed as a state criminal.” Fee comments that “Perhaps by embracing the outward expressions of 
Jewish identity, they could still belong to Christ but ward off some of the opposition.”2 This suggestion is 
supported by Paul’s comments in Gal 6:12. Some people seemed to be choosing short term pain for longer 
term gain, including buying some level of immunity from suffering for being a Christian. 

• In Phil 3:1-2, what encouragement did Paul give the church at Philippi? What words and phrases 
tell us that Paul was deadly serious about this issue and about the threat/ danger this teaching 
posed to them? What do you think about him calling the Judaizers, “those dogs”?  

 

• Read Acts 16:30. What must we do to be saved? How did the message of the Judaizers contrast 
with this? 

 

At the Council of Jerusalem (in Acts 15), this issue was the main topic of discussion. Some teachers 
argued that “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” 
(Acts 15:1). Peter responded by telling them: “God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them 
(the Gentiles) by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us 
and them, for he purified their hearts by faith.” (Acts 15:8-9) To sum up the meeting, James spoke up and 
backed Peter, saying: “we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” (Acts 15:19) 

• Read 1 Cor 7:17-20. What advice did Paul give to the Gentile Christians in Corinth on this issue? 
 

In Phil 3:3, Paul highlights four distinctives of believers in Jesus Christ. Each of these ideas are repeated 
through Paul’s letters.   

• What do you think each of these phrases mean? Look up some of the verses next to each phrase 
and share any other relevant verses that might throw light on their meaning: 
- we are “the circumcision”    Rom 2:28-29, Eph 2:11-14, Col 2:9-14 

 

- we worship/ serve by the Spirit of God Jn 4:23-24, Phil 2:12-13, Lk 4:18-19, Acts 10:38 
Zech 4:6 

 
- we glory/ boast in Christ Jesus  1 Cor 1:27-31, 2 Cor 10:17-18, Gal 6:12-14 

                                                           
1 Martin, R. P. (1987). Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 11). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p145. 
2 Fee, G. D. (1995). Paul’s Letter to the Philippians. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. p289. 
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- we put no confidence in the flesh. Eph 2:8-10, Rom 1:16-17; Heb 10:19-22,35 

 

Thielman highlights, that, with this last idea: “It shows that Paul regards confidence in the flesh and 
confidence in Christ as mutually exclusive. From his perspective, it is impossible to place one spiritual foot 
on the foundation of the flesh and one spiritual foot on the foundation of Christ. Both feet must be firmly 
planted on either one foundation or the other.”3 
 
In Phil 3:4-6, Paul rattled off his credentials.  

“though I could have confidence in my own effort if anyone could. Indeed, if others have reason for 
confidence in their own efforts, I have even more! I was circumcised when I was eight days old. I am 
a pure-blooded citizen of Israel and a member of the tribe of Benjamin - a real Hebrew if there ever 
was one! I was a member of the Pharisees, who demand the strictest obedience to the Jewish law. 
I was so zealous that I harshly persecuted the church. And as for righteousness, I obeyed the law 
without fault.”  

• What credentials did Paul ‘passively’ inherit (from his Jewish mother) and/ or have no choice over? 
And what things did he actively do, which evidenced his allegiance to the Jewish religion?  

 

But in Phil 3:7-9, Paul exclaims: “I once thought these things were valuable, but now I consider them 
worthless because of what Christ has done. Yes, everything else is worthless when compared with the 
infinite value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have discarded everything else, counting it 
all as garbage, so that I could gain Christ …”.  In these verses, Paul makes stark comparisons between 
what is ‘valuable’/ ‘of infinite value’ vs what is ‘worthless’ or ‘garbage’. In NIV, the translators put it in 
accounting and business terms: comparing ‘profit’ vs ‘loss’.  

• Read Matt 13:44-46. In these verses, Jesus told two parables about the kingdom of God. What do 
we learn about the motivation and passion of these two people?  

 

• Read Matt 6:24-34. What two things did Jesus command us to ‘seek’/ ‘strive’ after in Matt 6:33?  
 

• In Phil 3:8, Paul speaks of “the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” What does it 
mean to “know Christ” (Phil 3:10)?  

 

Many global faiths are DIY religions. Paul highlighted that for a Jew, that meant “obeying the law”. In faith 
conversations, I’ve often heard comments that someone is a “good person.” Christianity is distinctly 
different from other religions because actions and works are the ‘fruit’ rather than the ‘means’ of salvation.  

• What is the difference between having “my own righteousness” versus having “righteousness 
(which comes) from God.” (Phil 3:9) What does it mean to be “righteous”? How does righteousness 
come “through faith”? What does it mean to do “good works”? (Eph 2:8-9) 

 

Paul didn’t have the choice to be ‘uncircumcised’. However, he consciously decided to discard both his 
Jewish identity and the ‘bragging rights’ that went with that. That wasn’t easy; Paul admitted that “I have 
suffered the loss of all things”. To embrace faith in Christ meant that he forfeited not only his cultural and 
religious inheritance, but also his status as a Jewish leader, together with all that entailed. He left behind 
the safety and security of everything he knew, to pursue something of infinitely more value: to “gain Christ.” 
 
REFLECT, SHARE & PRAY: In Phil 3:10-11, Paul revealed his inner motivation. Eugene Peterson 
paraphrases these verses in The Message as follows: 

“I gave up all that inferior stuff so I could know Christ personally, experience his resurrection power, 
be a partner in his suffering, and go all the way with him to death itself. If there was any way to get 
in on the resurrection from the dead, I wanted to do it.” 

Paul worked out that, even by obeying the law, there were no guarantees that he would have life after 
death. If Jesus had risen from the dead, then he wanted a piece of it. As a 1st Century Christian, he knew 
that following and serving Christ meant – in the short term - suffering plus the possibility of being killed, 
but in the long term, it meant eternal life.  

• Paul had done a ‘cost/ benefit analysis’, weighing up the pros and cons of his life as a Jew vs his 
life following Christ. From your personal experience: 

o What are the benefits of following Christ?  
o What are the costs of discipleship and following Christ?  

Pray for each other, that you will faithfully persevere in following Jesus, whatever the cost. 

                                                           
3 Thielman, F. (1995). Philippians. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p168-169. 
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