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Philippians 
Part 15 – A Righteousness Not My Own 
 
Philippians 3:2-11 
The doctrine of justification by grace through faith alone dominates Paul’s letters. This same doctrine 
dominates the New Testament and is established as early as Genesis 12 in God’s covenant with 
Abraham. If we are to be right with God then we must have the righteousness of God which comes by 
faith in Christ. This is the central proclamation of the New Testament, the heart of the good news. It was, 
as Paul himself teaches, revealed in the Old Testament and that in a great many ways, but in the New 
Testament and especially in the letters of Paul it comes into its own as the heart of the Bible’s message to 
mankind. You can be right with God and 
live with the sure hope of resurrection, but 
in one way only: by grace alone through 
faith alone in the saving work of Jesus 
Christ alone. 
 
This is the message of the Apostles John 
and Peter as well. But nowhere is 
justification by grace through faith alone 
made so clear, or explained so fully as in 
the letters of Paul. It is worth asking why 
the task of expounding this central fact of 
human existence – the supreme place of 
faith in Christ in the salvation of sinners – 
fell chiefly to the Apostle Paul. Why did the 
Spirit of God choose him and entrust to him the great work of explaining for all time the only way a sinner 
can be made right with God? It may well be because, prior to his conversion, no one worked as hard as 
Paul to be justified by works.  

 
 
 
 
Vs. 2 – Paul uses shockingly strong language to condemn the Judaizers. In Paul’s day to call someone a 
“dog” was a demeaning slur. But in this context it is more than that. Jews used the term in a religious 
sense. By it they referred to Gentiles who, outside the covenant community, were ritually unclean. The 
habits of a dog, especially the half-wild dogs of the ancient Near East would suggest uncleanness. 
[Moule, 85] This may be the sense in which Jesus uses the term in his conversation with the Syro-
Phoenician woman in Mark 7:27. Paul, therefore, is making the startling point, as he made it 2:15, that it 
is the Judaizers – those Jews who claimed to be Christians but who made so much of their Jewishness – 
who should be regarded as unclean. [Silva, 147] 
“Evil doers” is literally the “bad work men.” In adding to the gospel the Judaizers were in fact doing bad 
works, not good works. And when circumcision is demanded in a spirit that contradicts the gospel of 
God’s grace it becomes no more than a pagan practice, a mutilation of the flesh. 
Vs. 3 - Whether speaking of those who believe in Jesus as the true descendants of Abraham in Gal. 3, or 
of the church as the Israel of God in Gal. 6, or of Israel in the wilderness as the spiritual ancestors of the 
Gentile Christians in Corinth in 1 Cor. 10, Paul is always teaching that believers in Jesus, whether Jew or 
Gentile, are the true inheritors of the covenant God made with Abraham and Israel. Paul never rejected 
the message of the Old Testament; it was the Judaism of his day that had rejected it and put another 
message of self-salvation in its place. Becoming a Christian one does not abandon the God of Israel; 
quite the contrary, Abraham’s God becomes one’s own. There are three things that are characteristic of 
all true Christians, Paul says: they worship in the Spirit, glory in Christ as Lord and Savior, and reject all 
confidence in their own achievements to obtain peace with God. 
Vv. 4-6 – Insofar as legalistic righteousness was concerned Paul was exemplary.  

Main Idea: It is impossible to be justified before God by good works but only through the 
righteousness of Christ which comes by grace through faith alone. 
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Vs. 7 – Paul condemns neither God’s law nor good works. Indeed, throughout his epistles he upholds the 
goodness of both. Rather, he condemns all his efforts to justify himself before God. In that sense his good 
works became a net loss in that they represented the very thing keeping him from God’s saving grace. 
Vv. 8-9 – Christ is being set over against the things in which Paul once hoped for his salvation. Those 
former things, however impressive, in fact blinded him to his real need. What is needed is the kind of 
righteousness Christ can give, not the sort of pseudo-righteousness that is impressive to man. Paul turns 
to the positive side: what one gains when he gains Christ. What is gained is justification – that is, 
righteousness before God, sanctification (the transformation of life), and glorification (the resurrection 
from the dead). 
The righteousness of Paul’s good works could never justify him before God. Sin is too pervasive. Even 
his good works are rubbish before God’s holy standard. True righteousness can be obtained only by 
abandoning one’s own effort and turning in faith to Jesus. Sinful as man is, true righteousness can only 
be a gift; it will never be an achievement.  
Vv. 10-11 – Paul’s “may attain” in verse 11 is not meant to cast doubt on Christ’s promises of salvation for 
all who believe. Rather it is the apostle’s humility shining through which he lacked prior to his conversion 
when he placed confidence in his flesh. Paul does not doubt that God’s promises are “yes!” in Christ. He 
simply refuses any longer to assert himself.  
 

 
1. Flesh 
Vv. 2-6 

 The word “flesh” is used in various ways throughout the Scriptures. Here Paul uses it to refer 
to those efforts to justify oneself before God.  

 Paul addresses the threat posed by Judaizing Christians who taught that Gentile Christians 
must hold to certain aspects of the Old Covenant code such as circumcision in order to be 
saved. He uses intensely negative language to describe the Judaizers because any attempt to 
add to the work of Jesus in order to achieve justification before God essentially negated the 
gospel.  

 Paul offers his pre-conversion resume in order to illustrate that even the most successful 
attempts to conform to the law were not sufficient to earn salvation. Indeed any attempts to 
gain justification through one’s efforts become an impediment to being justified before God. 

 
2. Righteousness 
Vv. 7-9 

 The word “righteousness” has many applications in the Scriptures. Here it is used to refer to 
that righteousness by which one is counted righteous before God. 

 Paul refers here to an imputed righteousness. That is, the righteousness which justifies the 
sinner before God is a righteousness not their own but the righteousness of Christ which is 
credited (imputed) to them through faith. The beautiful “robe” of Christ’s righteousness must 
replace the “filthy rags” of our own corrupted attempts at righteousness.  

 
3. Know 
Vv. 10-11 

 The sort of knowledge Paul is referring to here is not simply an acquisition of facts but that 
knowledge which comes from close personal contact. It is a knowledge that is derived from 
relationship (Jer 9:23-24; 31:34).  

 Having discovered the “surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus” Paul is all the more eager 
to “know him and the power of his resurrection,” and “to share in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death…” The ultimate hope of the Christian rests in resurrection and eternity. To 
know Christ in this life will give way to knowing him fully in eternity. And just as surely as we 
share in Christ sufferings in this life so too will we share in his resurrection life.   


