Authentic Christianity

Philippians 3:1-3
Let's open our Bibles this morning to Philippians chapter 3, Philippians chapter 3. And I want to introduce you to the first three verses of this great third chapter. It is a significant chapter, a marvelous chapter. We will find ourselves greatly enriched as we work our way through in the weeks to come. But these opening three verses in many ways set the foundation and the tone for the remainder of the chapter.

Let me entitle these three verses, “Authentic Christianity.” Paul writes:

Philippians 3:1-3 (NKJV)

1Finally, my brethren, rejoice in the Lord. For me to write the same things to you is not tedious, but for you it is safe. 2Beware of dogs, beware of evil workers, beware of the mutilation! 3For we are the circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh,
A wonderful three verses. Thrilling in terms of their intent and content. They demand our careful attention for this Lord's day and next because of their significance.

The heart of what the Apostle Paul is saying here can be understood in this way, he is helping us to see who is the true child of God. In just these three verses there is a very distinct contrast made between two groups of people. Group number one in verse 2, dogs, evil workers, mutilation, or as it's translated in the NAS, false circumcision. Group number two, verse 3, who worship in the Spirit of God, glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. Three characteristics of group one in verse 2, three characteristics of group two in verse 3. This then is a contrast that is introduced to us by verse 1. It is a clear and penetrating distinction between the false circumcision and the true circumcision, between those who profess to be the people of God and those who are the people of God. It is a distinction between those who are religious and those who are righteous. It is a distinction between those who have an outward mark that identifies them with God and those who have had an inward change.

And so, again we come back to this very familiar biblical theme. It is all through the New Testament, the theme of true Christianity. Who is the true child of God? In fact, I would venture to say that there are two dominant themes in the New Testament apart from the exaltation of Christ Himself who is the theme of all of the Word of God. The first theme in the New Testament is a presentation and explanation of the gospel. The record of the gospel work of Christ is recorded in the gospel, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The record of the spread of that message is recorded in the book of Acts. And the character of the gospel is delineated, expanded, amplified in the epistles. And the goal of the gospel is consummated in the book of Revelation. So the dominant theme is the gospel of which Christ is the main character.

But there is a secondary theme that runs right behind that first one and it is the matter of who is a true Christian.

2 Corinthians 13:5 (NKJV)

5Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you not know yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you? - unless indeed you are disqualified.

Once the faith has been explained, the key is to know whether you're in it.

Matthew 7:21-23 (NKJV)

21“Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. 22Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?’ 23And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’
So there are some who will think they are Christians and children of God, who think they belong inside the covenant and the Kingdom but who are sadly mistaken. That too is a theme. 

Someone might say, “You certainly do speak a lot about this.” And my response is, “The New Testament speaks a lot about it.” We speak as God has spoken. And so again we find ourselves here in Philippians chapter 3 verses 1 to 3 looking at the matter of who is a true Christian. There are those who claim to be the children of God and those who are. There are those who are religious and there are those who are righteous. This is the issue.

Every system of religion without relationship, every system of religion without righteousness whether it's Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons, Christian Scientists, Roman Catholic Church, or liberal Protestantism or whatever it is, whatever human achievement religion where you assume that if you do fewer bad works and more good works, or certain good works, you'll earn favor with God is a false religious system. And the people in this false religious system are deceived about their true relationship to God. In the case of the Philippian church, they were obviously being besieged by people demanding that they be circumcised. This is not new. These kinds of people had dogged the steps of the Apostle Paul since he began to preach the gospel of grace, and so Paul is warning about these people, he calls them dogs, evil workers, and false circumcision. He sets them apart from the people of God who worship in the Spirit of God, glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. And so again, as we come to this text, we look at the comparison between the truly righteous and the religious, the false and the true. 

In the context of Paul's writing, he is dealing with Jews. They were the dominant religion. And it is to them that he basically makes reference in verse 2. In Paul’s day, there were many religious Jews in that world, many. They believed that they were the people of God and that they maintained a covenant relationship with God that secured their salvation and their eternal life. And that the proof of their identity and belonging was a mark, a mark. They bore a mark as the children of Abraham naturally that affirmed their right to be called the children of God supernaturally. And by that mark they assume that they are secure with God. They belong to God and ultimately will receive their kingdom and their glory because they have that mark and this mark is called circumcision. To the Jews of the time of Jesus and the time of Paul and even before and even now, circumcision is a very important mark. It is the badge of their Jewishness.

In other words, the most important thing a Jew can do to secure a relationship with God is have circumcision. Obviously it's only for men. But that is the sign of God's favor on them, they believe. They have attached their spiritual hope to this sign of Jewishness and that is what they hope in for the future.

Now let me give you a little bit of a background as to what circumcision is. The English term “circumcision” comes from a Latin word which means to “cut around.” That term describes the original biblical reference to a surgery that was performed on little boys. It was also performed on adults when they had not been circumcised as children. The simple surgery removes the foreskin from the male organ. This is a very simple surgery. God Himself established it and I'd like to show you that. Go back in your Bible to Genesis chapter 17. We cannot understand the false circumcision or the true circumcision unless we understand circumcision.

God is speaking to Abraham and Abraham is the father of the Jewish people, the father of Israel. And so, Abraham is given this covenant.

Genesis 17:10-14 (NKJV)

10This is My covenant which you shall keep, between Me and you and your descendants after you: Every male child among you shall be circumcised; 11and you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between Me and you. 12He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised, every male child in your generations, he who is born in your house or bought with money from any foreigner who is not your descendant. 13He who is born in your house and he who is bought with your money must be circumcised, and My covenant shall be in your flesh for an everlasting covenant. 14And the uncircumcised male child, who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My covenant.”

God says, I want everybody living in this land, I want everybody who is in your association to be circumcised. That is the plan, and, of course, Abraham by now is a full-grown man, he had to have his circumcision as an adult. God's design was that from then on at eight days of age, a child would be circumcised, the male child. 

Now, did God intend that it just be physical? No, God intended that it be a symbol that would have far more meaning than just that. Very early it became important, in fact there aren't too many commands at all in the Bible about circumcision because the people did it. And so there wasn't any prevailing reason to command them to do it, they very carefully, very judiciously observed it. In Joshua chapter 5, all of the children in the wilderness had been marching for 40 years in the wilderness. The old generation had died off and now there was a new generation. We don't know exactly how many of them but they could have numbered in the several millions of people. They've all grown up in the wilderness.

Joshua 5:2 (NKJV)

2At that time the LORD said to Joshua, “Make flint knives for yourself, and circumcise the sons of Israel again the second time.”

The prior generation had been circumcised and this generation born in the wilderness had not been circumcised, so

Joshua 5:3 (NKJV)

3So Joshua made flint knives for himself, and circumcised the sons of Israel at the hill of the foreskins.

Now they may well have circumcised a million people, this must have been an unimaginable scene. That is what God required. He wanted His people circumcised, He says in verse 4, “All of the ones who came out of Egypt were already circumcised, they've died, you must circumcise this generation as well.”

And so, circumcision was followed. Circumcision was not an option. It was required and the people, for the most part, complied with circumcision. It is also interesting to note that as far back as Genesis 34, they were already seriously committed to the matter of circumcision.

Genesis 34:1-26 (NKJV)

1Now Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Jacob, went out to see the daughters of the land. 2And when Shechem the son of Hamor the Hivite, prince of the country, saw her, he took her and lay with her, and violated <raped> her. 3His soul was strongly attracted to Dinah the daughter of Jacob, and he loved the young woman and spoke kindly to the young woman. 4So Shechem spoke to his father Hamor, saying, “Get me this young woman as a wife.” <Not only did he rape her but he wanted her as a wife> 5And Jacob heard that he had defiled Dinah his daughter. Now his sons were with his livestock in the field; so Jacob held his peace until they came. 6Then Hamor the father of Shechem went out to Jacob to speak with him. 7And the sons of Jacob came in from the field when they heard it; and the men were grieved and very angry, because he had done a disgraceful thing in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter, a thing which ought not to be done. 8But Hamor spoke with them, saying, “The soul of my son Shechem longs for your daughter. Please give her to him as a wife. 9And make marriages with us; give your daughters to us, and take our daughters to yourselves. <In other words, let's intermarry. This is a Hivite, this would pollute the line of Israel, of Abraham> 10So you shall dwell with us, and the land shall be before you. Dwell and trade in it, and acquire possessions for yourselves in it.” <Now here is a Satanic merger. Here is a way to twist and pervert the Messianic line by infiltrating it with Hivites who are not of Abraham> 11Then Shechem said to her father and her brothers, “Let me find favor in your eyes, and whatever you say to me I will give. 12Ask me ever so much dowry and gift, and I will give according to what you say to me; but give me the young woman as a wife.” 13But the sons of Jacob answered Shechem and Hamor his father, and spoke deceitfully, because he had defiled Dinah their sister. 14And they said to them, <So you know what they said?> “We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one who is uncircumcised, for that would be a reproach to us. <Already by Genesis 34, they know it's a disgrace to have anybody in their society who is not circumcised. That's how important that sign was> 15But on this condition we will consent to you: If you will become as we are, if every male of you is circumcised, 16then we will give our daughters to you, and we will take your daughters to us; and we will dwell with you, and we will become one people. 17But if you will not heed us and be circumcised, then we will take our daughter and be gone.” 18And their words pleased Hamor and Shechem, Hamor’s son. 19So the young man did not delay to do the thing, because he delighted in Jacob’s daughter. He was more honorable than all the household of his father. <So you know what they did? They all came over and they circumcised all of them. They circumcised all of them> 20And Hamor and Shechem his son came to the gate of their city, and spoke with the men of their city, saying: 21“These men are at peace with us. Therefore let them dwell in the land and trade in it. For indeed the land is large enough for them. Let us take their daughters to us as wives, and let us give them our daughters. 22Only on this condition will the men consent to dwell with us, to be one people: if every male among us is circumcised as they are circumcised. 23Will not their livestock, their property, and every animal of theirs be ours? Only let us consent to them, and they will dwell with us.” 24And all who went out of the gate of his city heeded Hamor and Shechem his son; every male was circumcised, all who went out of the gate of his city. 25Now it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two of the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers, each took his sword and came boldly upon the city and killed all the males.
Interesting. They circumcised them and three days later they massacred them. The intent of this of course all along was a trap and a murder. In one sense it was within the plan of God because obviously these were wicked vile people. In another sense we cannot honor the deception of these men. But God preserved His line and we learn how significant circumcision was, that if this was going to be a merger and a marriage, the whole male population had to be circumcised. So they were very serious about this matter of circumcision. It was not some trifling thing, it was very important.

In the time of David, Michal, Saul's daughter, loved David.

1 Samuel 18:20-29 (NKJV)

20Now Michal, Saul’s daughter, loved David. And they told Saul, and the thing pleased him. 21So Saul said, “I will give her to him, that she may be a snare to him, and that the hand of the Philistines may be against him.” Therefore Saul said to David a second time, “You shall be my son-in-law today.” 22And Saul commanded his servants, “Communicate with David secretly, and say, ‘Look, the king has delight in you, and all his servants love you. Now therefore, become the king’s son-in-law.’” 23So Saul’s servants spoke those words in the hearing of David. And David said, “Does it seem to you a light thing to be a king’s son-in-law, seeing I am a poor and lightly esteemed man?” 24And the servants of Saul told him, saying, “In this manner David spoke.” 25Then Saul said, “Thus you shall say to David: ‘The king does not desire any dowry but one hundred foreskins of the Philistines, to take vengeance on the king’s enemies.’” But Saul thought to make David fall by the hand of the Philistines. <Saul thought that David was going to go out there and try to get a hundred Philistine foreskins by himself, no way. Ridiculous> 26So when his servants told David these words, it pleased David well to become the king’s son-in-law. Now the days had not expired; 27therefore David arose and went, he and his men, and killed two hundred men of the Philistines. And David brought their foreskins, and they gave them in full count to the king, that he might become the king’s son-in-law. Then Saul gave him Michal his daughter as a wife. 28Thus Saul saw and knew that the LORD was with David, and that Michal, Saul’s daughter, loved him; 29and Saul was still more afraid of David. So Saul became David’s enemy continually.

Here again you see that there was almost a war to circumcise Gentiles. They took the circumcision thing as a very serious issue. They used it in very bizarre ways and we don't defend these ways. But it points up how significant it had become.

Now what is interesting is that already in Genesis 34 and certainly by David's time the sign of circumcision has lost its spiritual significance. It has come to be some kind of a weapon, some kind of a way to inflict pain. You say, “Well, didn't God just give it as an outward sign, was there more to it than that?” Oh yes, much more...much more.

Deuteronomy 10:16 (NKJV)

16Therefore circumcise the foreskin of your heart, and be stiff-necked no longer.

Leviticus 26:41 (NKJV)

41and that I also have walked contrary to them and have brought them into the land of their enemies; if their uncircumcised hearts are humbled, and they accept their guilt - 

Deuteronomy 30:6 (NKJV)

6And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.

Jeremiah 4:4a (NKJV)

4Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, And take away the foreskins of your hearts, You men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem,

Ezekiel 44:7 (NKJV)

7When you brought in foreigners, uncircumcised in heart and uncircumcised in flesh, to be in My sanctuary to defile it - My house - and when you offered My food, the fat and the blood, then they broke My covenant because of all your abominations.

God said, “I want an outward sign” and He was also saying, “I also want an inward reality.” A circumcised foreskin can only be a sign of the need for a circumcised heart, a cleansed heart. But it wasn't long after God instituted it that they had already begun to deteriorate and that's why you have those passages where God says circumcise your hearts.

You see, the point is this: these people were religious but they were not righteous. Their hearts were wicked. Their mouths were wicked. Their ears were wicked. Oh sure, they very dutifully circumcised their little boys on the eighth day, they very dutifully circumcised anybody that came in to their land to live with them, but they had skewed the whole thing so that all they had left was the duty of the external and there was no reality of the internal. In other words, they were religious on the outside and they were not spiritual on the inside. They could do the natural fleshly thing; they could not do the supernatural thing. They were cleaned physically but they were never cleansed spiritually.

What God is saying is that circumcision is the symbol of cutting away sin, it's the symbol of salvation. The Jews were circumcised on the outside, not the inside. In other words, the sin remained and they were not really saved, even though they thought they had the mark.

Now what do you have in the era of the early church? You have Christians and Jews. The Jews still claiming to be the people of God, right? We're the people of God, we're the people of God. They claimed it, that's why they killed Jesus because they didn't want to accept what He said about the fact that they weren't the people of God. So the Jews are claiming to be the people of God, the church is claiming to be the people of God. And Paul wants the Philippians to be sure they know the difference. So go back to Philippians chapter 3 and note again the contrast.

Philippians 3:2-3 (NKJV)

2Beware <then he describes the Jews that are still holding on to circumcision and ceremony, religion on the outside. They are> of dogs, beware of evil workers, beware of the mutilation! <false circumcision> 3For we are the <true> circumcision, <And how are we identified> who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh, <That's the distinction>
Paul then is again describing the difference between the true and the false. And this is the age-old issue in New Testament concern, who is real, who is not. And, beloved, I submit to you that this goes on and on through all the ages of life on this earth until Jesus comes, the false religionists up against the true. They have their mark, we have our mark. We must know the difference.

You say, “Well, how is it relevant to us? We don't have any Judaizers running around.” Listen, what we have running around is the same thing. People who are saying all the time if you want to be right with God you've got to do this, do that, do this, light this candle, bow down, go through this ceremony, say this prayer, do this ritual, buy this absolving, or you've got to join this organization, be a part of this, have this special kind of baptism, you've got to work your way into the Kingdom. I've said this many times, there are only two religions in the world; the religion of human achievement and salvation by grace. In India, the Hindus are trying to earn their way in, buying offerings, buying sacrifices, buying flowers, lighting incense, bowing down, doing whatever they have to do to appease the gods, trying to do more good than they did bad, weigh the balance of the scale in their favor. The Buddhists try to do the same thing, sitting on the floor in a trance, genuflecting while incense rises up, hopefully by their religious activities and their duties and by their good works and their good deeds, God will be pleased with them and accept them in, that's all the same kind of stuff. 

And there are people who want to come along to those of us who believe in grace and believe we're saved by grace and impose on us some kind of legalistic code by which we earn our way to heaven. Some say you have to be water baptized or you can't get into heaven. Some would say you have to pray a certain amount of time or you have to have certain prayers that you say. Some would say you have to engage in certain types of confessions where you release your sin and when you do that God will accept you. So there are always going to be the people around who will say that, who will want to impose works, symbols, systems on grace. And whether they come as Judaizers or Hindus or Buddhists Seventh Day Adventists or Roman Catholics or whatever they are, cult or occult, whatever system of religion that puts anything that you do to make you right with God, it does away with the pure grace of God. 

So the battle is still there. A person is a Christian who trusts completely and only in Jesus Christ for his salvation. If they believe that they earn any merit with God, they're lost because that's a work and where there are works, there is no more grace. And we'll go in to that in detail in our next study.

So, Paul is calling us again to the same basic recognition that we have had all through the New Testament, who is a true believer and who is not. And I guess the question that we have to ask ourselves this morning is where do I fit?

Ephesians 2:8-9 (NKJV)

8For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9not of works, lest anyone should boast.

For by grace are you saved through faith, that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God. That's the heart of that verse. It is the gift of God. If you receive salvation in Jesus Christ by His death and resurrection as a gift from God, you received it confessing your sin and turning to Christ, you're the true circumcision. If you're doing anything to earn favor with God, you're the false circumcision. The Philippians needed to know the difference and we need to know the difference. In fact he says in verse 2, “beware” three times because these will confuse people. They'll confuse people.

So, beloved, again we say then as we look at this passage in more detail next time, here are the distinctive qualities of a true Christian. (1) Their life is a relationship not a ritual. (2) They possess righteousness not religion.
Pray
Lord, we thank you for the lovely Lord Jesus Christ and we give You all the glory and all the praise. We have come today to worship by the Spirit of God internally not in some external ceremony. We have come to glory in Christ Jesus, not to boast about our flesh and what we've accomplished in our good works. And we have come with no confidence in the flesh, not for a moment believing that there is some good thing in us whereby we can please You. So we're the true circumcision, we thank You for that.

But, Lord, we know too that there may be some here who are not true, who do not worship by the spirit, they worship externally through forms and rituals and the means that men have designed, who do not glory in Christ Jesus but boast, as it were, in their own accomplishments, their own religiosity, their own good deeds, and who mistakenly have confidence that in their flesh, in their humanness they can do things to please holy God. Lord, awaken them to the lie and may they cast themselves at the merciful feet of Jesus Christ who in grace will forgive them for such an affront as to think that an unworthy, ungodly sinner could do anything to please a holy God. Father, we pray that You'll save those who are only religious and make them righteous, for Jesus' sake. 

HAVE AN INVITATION?
