
Philippians: Confident Living in Turbulent Times 
“Be Joyful and Watchful!” 
Philippians 3.1-3 
 
If Satan wanted to wreak the most havoc possible on the advancement of God’s kingdom, what better way 
than to promote total confusion about one question: “How can I be right with God?” 
 
Many think that sincerity is a big factor. If you’re sincere, God will let you into heaven even if you’re a bit fuzzy 
on the truth. But that’s like saying that a man who swallows deadly poison, sincerely thinking that it is 
medicine, will get better. All the sincerity in the world is fatal if it is not in line with the truth. 
 
Many also think that human effort plays a big role. If you try your best, even though you aren’t perfect, God 
will say, “I’ll let you into heaven because you tried so hard.” But if the Bible doesn’t teach that (and it 
doesn’t!), then trying your best to get into heaven is like trying your best to broad jump across the Grand 
Canyon. You’re not going to make it! –Steven Cole 
 
Satan would enjoy nothing more than for you to ask the question, “How can I be right with God?” and then 
arrive at the wrong answer. That’s the grave mistake I hope to help us all avoid with this message. 
 
“Rejoice in the Lord” (1) — BE JOYFUL! 
 
Be joyful, yes, but also BE WATCHFUL (“BEWARE,” 3x in v.2)!! 
 

What be so alarmed? Because the eternal destiny of peoples’ souls is at stake!! 
 
To understand this section of Philippians, you must know a bit of history. God made a covenant with 
Abraham, the father of the Jewish people. Through Abraham’s numerous descendants there would be 
ONE in particular—the Lord Jesus Christ—through whom the whole world would be blessed. 
 
This Abrahamic covenant was ratified by circumcision. That cutting away of the flesh of all Jewish males 
was also symbolic of the “circumcision” Christ would perform on people’s hearts—a ‘cutting away’ of our 
old sin nature (cf. Rom. 2.28-29). 
 
Initially, Gentiles, not Israelites, made up the majority of those who trusted in Jesus Christ as their Savior 
and Lord. Some Jewish folks were teaching that the Gentiles needed to live like Jews and follow their rules 
in order to be saved. In other words, Gentiles had to be circumcised and they had to keep all the laws of 
Moses as they interpreted them. 
 
For example, we’re told in Acts 15:1–2 that “some men…were teaching the [Gentile] brothers, “Unless you 
are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” They did not deny that a person 
must believe in the Lord Jesus, but they added to faith in Christ the keeping of the Jewish law, especially 
circumcision, as necessary for salvation.  
 
The issue was debated and resolved in Jerusalem at a council of the church leaders where it was decided 
that Gentiles do not have to become Jews or be circumcised to be saved; but that every person, Jew or 
Gentile, is saved by grace through faith in Christ alone (Acts 15:1-29).  
 
But that decision did not cause Satan to give up his efforts to pervert the truth of the gospel. He continued 
to work through a group of men known as Judaizers who followed Paul on his missionary journeys, 



infiltrating the new churches and teaching their subtle error, that faith in Christ was not sufficient if a 
person did not also keep the Law, especially circumcision.  
 
Paul wrote Galatians to refute this error. He contends there that these men were preaching a false gospel 
and he calls down damnation on those who so pervert the true gospel (Gal. 1:6-9). The Judaizers are the 
men Paul is warning the Philippian church about in our text.  
 
The three terms in 3:2, “dogs, evil workers, and false circumcision,” all refer to one group, the Judaizers, 
who were distorting the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul has carefully chosen his terms to achieve intense 
irony, not merely to use derogatory speech. 
 
“Beware of dogs” — First century people didn’t have dogs as pets like we do today. In Paul’s day, dogs 
were more like coyotes – they were scavengers who roamed in packs and prowled around feeding on the 
refuse of the streets or at the town garbage heaps. They were dangerous and could be vicious. Some Jews 
used this term to describe Gentiles. With biting irony, Paul says that the Judaizers, not the Gentiles, 
deserve that label. 
 
“beware of evil workers” — Paul’s irony continues as he labels those who extol good works to gain merit 
with God as actual workers of evil. 
 
“beware of the mutilation” — Paul calls these men “the false circumcision,” because they were requiring 
circumcision of Gentile believers which was totally unnecessary. 

 
What conclusions can we draw from all this? What practical implications can we make? 
 
Reject all distortions of the gospel 
 

The gospel is the “good news” of Christ’s coming to provide forgiveness of sins for all who will believe. The 
gospel is the “good news” that God provided the way for man to be freed from the penalty of sin. 
 
Any attempt to impose requirements beyond faith in Christ for salvation is a distortion and perversion of 
the gospel. 
 
Yes, believers do good works, but not so they can go to heaven, but because they are already saved and on 
their way to heaven (Eph. 2.10). 

 
Accept all implications of the gospel 
 

Your sinfulness (Rom. 3.23) 
 
Your hopelessness (Rom. 6.23a) 
 
God’s graciousness (Rom. 6.23b) 
 

Salvation is experienced by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone (Eph. 2.8-9)! 
 

Therefore, repentance of sin enables forgiveness of sin (Mt. 4.17; Lk. 531-32; Acts 3.19) 
 
Salvation through Jesus Christ makes you “the circumcision” (Phil. 3.3), i.e., “true Jews.” 



 
Romans 2:28-29 For no one is a [true] Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and 
physical. But a [true] Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the 
letter. 

 
True believers (“the circumcision”) are described in three ways in verse 3: 
 

(1) True believers worship God in the Spirit 
 
Paul here in our text is saying that, since all believers are indwelt by the Holy Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 1:21-22; Eph. 
1:13b-14), they are the only ones able to offer worship that is pleasing to God (John 4.23-24; Rom. 8.8-9; 
12.1). 
 
(2) True believers glory in Christ Jesus 

 
True Christians, who know anything at all about their salvation, give ALL the credit for all they are and all 
they have to Christ Jesus. 
 
Paul urges us in 1 Corinthians 1.31, “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord!” (cf. Jer. 9.23-24). 
 
Ephesians 2:8–9 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of 
God, not of works, lest anyone should boast. 

 
(3) True believers reject confidence in the flesh 

 
“flesh” — Here the term refers to the best the religious man can produce apart from Christ. True Christians 
put no confidence in anything they do as far as salvation is concerned. ALL their confidence is in Jesus. 

 
Paul warns us, “Beware of any and all distortions of the gospel!” For the salvation of your soul, put your faith 
solely and fully in Jesus Christ, and in Christ alone! 


