Authentic Christianity - Part 2

Philippians 3:1-3

In our ongoing study of Paul's epistle to the Philippians, we find ourselves in chapter 3. May I invite you now to open your Bible and turn with me to chapter 3? We'll read the first three verses as the setting for our continued study of this great section.

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,
I have entitled these three verses, “ Authentic Christianity.” It is, however, really found in verse 3. Paul gives us these three qualities of a true Christian, “For we are the circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.”

After looking at this verse, I feel that this verse might be one of the best descriptions of a Christian. What is a Christian? We could say he's a believer. What is a Christian? We could say he's a child of God. What is a Christian? We could say he's a disciple. We could say he's a follower. He is one who loves God. But how could we say it better than to say a Christian is one who worships in the Spirit of God, glories in Christ Jesus and puts no confidence in the flesh? This is a surpassing definition of the true Christian.

The distinctive qualities of the authentic Christian are found in this third verse. But before we get to the third verse, Paul has a contrast in mind in the first two verses after his brief introduction. And by the value of this contrast we see in more bold relief the reality of the distinctive qualities of the true Christian. For the true Christian, as defined in verse 3, is compared to the false religionists of verse 2 who are called dogs, evil workers and are even called rather than the false circumcision, the actual word is the mutilation. This characterizes those who are not true Christians.

This matter of comparing those with false association with God alongside with the true is a repeated theme in Scripture and thus I know this will be a repeated theme in my messages over the coming years. Even in my brief time as a preacher, I have often discussed the matter of who is an authentic Christian and what are the characteristics of authentic believers. And we will discuss this again because Paul is concerned with it right here.

Sometimes a profound spiritual truth can be illustrated by a simple analogy. And when thinking about this matter of the counterfeit and the true, I was reminded of the time when I went to the fair as a young child. [Explain] I want you to know, if I still had it today, the green wrist would have been of small consequence because soap could have taken care of that about three times a day. There are always those counterfeits out there and we all get exposed to them, don't we?

A jeweler would have had no problem telling that I didn't get a bargain. But we need the trained eye and we need some kind of criteria to evaluate what is real and what is not real.

It is important to know what you get, not to be fooled by the counterfeit. This simple illustration can become a parallel to a very profound issue and that is the matter of who is a true believer, who is a real Christian. So many people in our world claim to know God, don't they? So many people claim religion. They claim to be the followers of God, if not the very representatives of God Himself. How do we know?

Well this is of great concern not only to us but also to God and that is why it is so often repeated in Scripture. The Word of God lays out for us many, many times this matter of objective evidence regarding God's regenerating work in the life of an individual. The Bible has not left us without a standard by which we can measure the true believer. And here, in fact, in verse 3 are three great qualitative characteristics of a true believer. They worship by the Spirit of God, they glory in Christ Jesus and they put no confidence in the flesh. What a marvelous set of objective criteria to designate a true believer. But then on the other hand, there are those dogs and those evil workers and those called the mutilation who really do attack the church with their false criteria of salvation. And we must be warned against them.

Now let's pick up where we left off last time. Paul says, “Finally [Furthermore. It is a transition, not a word that describes the end. There are 44 remaining verses], my brethren, rejoice in the Lord.” And he throws in this that is the basic theme of the epistle that comes through in every chapter, “Finally [Furthermore], my brethren, rejoice in the Lord.” He is simply punctuating here this theme of joy. He lays down this very simple principle that our rejoicing is connected to a relationship. Rejoice in the Lord. And as I said, that is a familiar theme.

Philippians 1:3-4 (NKJV)

3I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, 4always in every prayer of mine making request for you all with joy,


Philippians 2:2 (NKJV)

2fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind.

Philippians 2:17-18 (NKJV)

17Yes, and if I am being poured out as a drink offering on the sacrifice and service of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all. 18For the same reason you also be glad and rejoice with me.


Philippians 2:28 (NKJV)

28Therefore I sent him the more eagerly, that when you see him again you may rejoice, and I may be less sorrowful.


Philippians 3:1 (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.


Philippians 4:10 (NKJV)

10But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at last your care for me has flourished again; though you surely did care, but you lacked opportunity.

So Paul is reminding them about joy. But here he adds for the first time the little phrase “in the Lord.” In the Lord is the only place where our joy can exist. Only in Him is true joy found, nowhere else. 

Paul is not talking about happiness when he talks about joy and rejoicing. Paul was shipwrecked, bitten by a snake, criticized, beaten, imprisoned and left for dead. Happiness is from circumstance, happenstance, happenings, happiness, all the same word group. That is to say happiness is an emotion or an excitement associated with certain events. Happiness is not an emotion or an excitement associated with a relationship. It has to do with an event, a thing, a happening. By the way is a command, and the command implies the capability of obedience on the part of a believer that in itself is a test of true salvation. But he says, rejoice in the Lord, commanding us to joy. But it is not the kind of emotional outburst, good feeling, exhilaration that is associated with an event. It is the kind that is associated with a relationship. It doesn't even say, “Rejoice because of what the Lord has given you, rejoice because of what the Lord will give you, rejoice because of what the Lord is giving you.” It doesn't say, “Rejoice because of what the Lord has done for the people that you care about.” It says, “Rejoice in the Lord.”

It is the exhilaration in the relationship; perhaps the simplest human comparison to it would be the joy of a parent in a newborn baby. The baby gives nothing; the baby provides no stimulating events. In fact, most of the events connected with the baby are anything but stimulating. The baby provides no exciting gifts, makes no charitable contribution, does no particularly beneficial service but there is something about the relationship that literally exhilarates the soul. It is the same kind of emotion only in much greater and deeper proportion as that of falling in love. And it isn't so much that your emotion and your exhilaration and your exuberance and that overwhelming sense of silly peace that you enjoy is related to what the one you love does for you as it is just the thought of the one you love. And coming out of those irrepressible human joys that come out of relationship, we can magnify that concept in to what we ought to feel and ever rejoice in that we enjoy with the Lord Himself.

Now let me take it a step further. This kind of joy is not an emotion from a human level, it is produced by the Holy Spirit therefore it is a supernatural emotion. It is a supernatural emotion. You say, “Well what does it do? What does it feel like, this joy that we're to have?” Well it produces a deep confidence in the future, built on trust. The relationship says my life is in God's hands, my life is in Christ's control, all is well. The hymn writer said, “It is well with my soul,” and it is so well with my soul that no matter what is going on around me, I have joy. It is the kind of joy that brings a silent sleep, a deep sleep, a quietness of life because it trusts, because it knows the sovereign God and the faithful Christ will accomplish all their good promise. It is a supernatural emotion that also could be described as the absence of any all fear because what is there to fear when all is bound up in the relationship and the relationship is eternal. It is the kind of emotion that puts a melody in the heart that no matter how bad it is in the world, it's almost as if we ride across the top of the bumps [Water-skiing]. It's the kind of emotion that puts a song on the lips, a lightness to the step. It's the kind of emotion that produces easy thanks for little things, small pleasures. 

It's very different from happiness. It's different from the happiness, for example, of good health because true joy persists in weakness, pain, illness and death. It is different from the fun of a party with its laughing friends and music because it persists in the dark when someone is all alone. It is different from the delight of a new house or a new car or a new dress or a new anything because it persists through the loss of everything. Why? Because it is the joy in the relationship and the relationship with Jesus Christ that we enjoy never changes, never changes. He is always present. He is ever close. He is ever loving. He is ever securing. He is ever strengthening. He is ever providing. And we trust Him. Rejoice in the Lord.

But, you see, most people's happiness and joy is based on what is given to them, is based on what good things happen to them. Most people's happiness is based on what they succeed at doing at a given point in time, or what they acquire. Few people understand the lifting joy of relationship, but we do in the Spirit. And so I submit to you that before we look at the explicit qualities of a true Christian, one main quality is that there is a surpassing joy in the relationship that is unrelated to the circumstances of life.

So, Paul says keep on rejoicing in the Lord, that's a command and a characteristic of a true believer. And he begins with an introduction in verse 1.

Philippians 3:1 (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.
Philippians 3:1 (NIV)
1Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it is a safeguard for you.

That's an interesting statement. He is assuming that they're going to be a bit surprised that he's going to bring up a subject he's already brought up. So Paul says to write the same things again doesn't really bother him because I understand that it's going to safeguard you.

Paul is saying that, ‘I want to protect you. I want to protect the church from false religionists, from false teachers.’ He is saying, ‘This will be your protection, your dependable safeguard.’

This is part of Paul's duty, isn't it?

Isaiah 56:10-11 (NKJV)

10His watchmen are blind, They are all ignorant; They are all dumb dogs, They cannot bark; Sleeping, lying down, loving to slumber. 11Yes, they are greedy dogs Which never have enough. And they are shepherds Who cannot understand; They all look to their own way, Every one for his own gain, From his own territory.

Paul is a faithful man to warn his people.

Acts 20:27-31 (NKJV)

27For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God. 28Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood. 29For I know this, that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock. 30Also from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves. 31Therefore watch, and remember that for three years I did not cease to warn everyone night and day with tears.

Now who is he warning about? Who is he talking about? Well let's find out in verse 2. All three times in the imperative, beware, beware, beware. You could translate it “be on the constant lookout for, be on the constant lookout for dogs, evil workers,” and here's the key, the “false circumcision” or mutilation and then you compare it with verse 3, the true circumcision, we know who he's talking about. Last week we did a rather detailed study of circumcision, didn't we? May I remind you that the Jews believed that circumcision was the sign of God's favor, right? It was their mark of being a Jew. That physical operation was the external identification that they were the seed of Abraham and thus they were to be blessed. They somehow missed the point that the outward circumcision was only to be a symbol of the circumcision on the inside. But the Jews had long departed from the reality of circumcision's symbolism and left themselves committed only to the symbol.

Now let me tell you what happened. You have a Jewish community who believe in circumcision as the mark that is necessary for God's people. They also believe in the Old Testament economy, they believe in the Mosaic ceremonies, they believe in the Mosaic rituals and laws and they feel that they are bound to keep them. So here comes the Apostle Paul, right? He comes in to the Gentile world and he preaches salvation by grace plus or minus nothing. No works at all. There's nothing you can do, nothing you must do, you're saved by grace period. God's marvelous grace. In an act of faith you simply receive the gift of grace, the work has all been done. So Paul goes through the Gentile world, people come to the knowledge of the grace of the gospel, they are saved, churches begin. There are even Jews who believe the gospel. They believe Jesus is the Messiah. They believe that Jesus died on the cross. They may believe that He was raised from the dead. But they also believe that in order to be pleasing to God and to have God accept you, you have to be circumcised and keep all the ceremonies of Moses. So when Paul goes along and says the old covenant has been set aside, circumcision is unnecessary, Mosaic ceremony is unnecessary, you cannot do any externals to please God or gain your salvation, they are very upset, these Jews. And so no sooner does Paul leave town after establishing a church then they rise up and say to that church, ‘You must be circumcised and we'll show you way,’ and they point to the Old Testament. And because some of the younger Christians are undiscerning about the old economy and the new, they are confused by these commands that are in the Bible, they do not understand that they have been set aside in the new covenant. And so these Jewish people are then leading Christians to believe that in order to be saved they must be circumcised, in order to be saved they must do certain ceremonial things and perform certain good works. And this is being propagated not only to the church but also to those who are around the church showing interest in it. And it is a gospel that aborts the true gospel because it says Christ yes, circumcision yes and works yes. And these teachers became known as Judaizers because they were Judaizing. In other words, they were saying you can't come in to Christianity unless you go through the entrance hall of Judaism. You can't be a Gentile and just come to Christ, you've got to be circumcised and you've got to follow Mosaic economy and subscribe to that.

Now this was a big issue in the early church. To show you the proportions of it, turn for a moment to Acts:

Acts 15:1-11 (NKJV)

1And certain men came down from Judea and taught the brethren, [here's what they taught] “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2Therefore, when Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and dispute with them, [Paul and Barnabas said that you didn't need to be circumcised to be saved. So the debate] they determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others of them should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question. [The first church council was held, the council at Jerusalem and the whole issue was about circumcision and Mosaic ceremony] 3So, being sent on their way by the church, they passed through Phoenicia and Samaria, describing the conversion of the Gentiles; and they caused great joy to all the brethren. 4And when they had come to Jerusalem, they were received by the church and the apostles and the elders; and they reported all things that God had done with them. 5But some of the sect of the Pharisees who believed rose up, saying, [so here's a guy who had believed. He stands up in the middle of the council and says] “It is necessary to circumcise them, and to command them to keep the law of Moses.” [And that's what they were trying to say] 6Now the apostles and elders came together to consider this matter. 7And when there had been much dispute, [After much debate, Peter brings resolution] Peter rose up and said to them: “Men and brethren, you know that a good while ago God chose among us, that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. [listen to this] 8So God, who knows the heart [God knows whether their faith was real, He knows whether it was true], acknowledged them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us, 9and made no distinction between us and them, purifying their hearts by faith. [Now if God gave them the Holy Spirit, then they were what … saved. And they weren't circumcised] 10Now therefore, why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear? [Why are you going to try to bind them to a law that we couldn't even keep] 11But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved in the same manner as they.”

Into Philippi came these Judaizers and they were a threat to the Philippian church. So Paul says to them, “Beware, beware of these false teachers.”

Now he calls them by three names, most fascinating. Briefly listen carefully to what I say. “Beware of the dogs.” Boy, you just didn't call people dogs in that world. Two words in the New Testament for dogs, both from the same root. One means a little dog, a little pet dog.

Matthew 15:26-27 (NKJV)

26But He answered and said, “It is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the little dogs.” 27And she said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the little dogs eat the crumbs which fall from their masters’ table.”
It means a very small pet dog. The word here does not mean a pet dog. 

‘Beware of dogs,’ this word is used of dogs that were not pets and most of the dogs in that culture were not pets. They were scavengers. And there are many, many histories that you can read about that day. Dogs roamed the streets. Dogs were scrounges, they were scavengers. They roamed in packs. They hunted the garbage of the city. They were often rabid. They snarled. They were wild. Would literally prowl the ancient streets without an owner and without home, they would feed on the garbage, on the filth. They would fight one another. They would attack people. In some cases people would lose their lives because the dogs were diseased.

To show you something of the character of these kinds of dogs, do you remember the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16? And you remember in that story that part of the torture of Lazarus was that he was sick and in his poverty he was lying in the street and it says the dogs were [what] licking his sores, the filthy, dirty vile scavenger dogs of the street, unimaginably licking the sores of this poor beggar.

In the book of Revelation when it wants to identify the people who are not allowed into the gate of the holy city,

Revelation 22:15 (NKJV)

15But outside are dogs and sorcerers and sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and whoever loves and practices a lie.

‘Beware of dogs,’ are not the warm and fuzzy little small dogs that we have as pets. These dogs were very, very different. They were the lowest of the low, the scavengers, the scoundrels, the useless filthy curs that moved in the streets and were a threat to people and children.

And because they were so base and such filthy animals, the Jews had come to use the term “dog” as a title for Gentiles. The Gentiles were dogs, unclean, filthy, freeloading scavengers who savagely attacked the truth and were dangerous.

And so, the Jews would see the Gentiles as dogs. The Judaizers trying to protect the Jewishness that was so precious to them would see even the Gentile Christians as dogs until they went through a circumcision. The Jews literally called the Gentiles, dogs.

What is startling here is that Paul, a Jew, calls Jews dogs. That's turning the table. That is a serious statement. You wonder sometimes why Paul was not popular. He is saying, in effect, beware of those people who self-righteously call other dogs but they're the dogs. They accuse others of shamelessly attacking the truth and they are shamelessly attacking the truth. Are dogs unclean and filthy? So are they. Are dogs snarling and howling and vicious? So are they. Are dogs dangerous and able to wound and even kill? So are they. Stay away from them. Stay away from those dangerous filthy snarling howling wild attacking false teachers who parade themselves as if they are the virtuous ones, but they are deadly, they are dangerous, they are dirty. And he's talking about people who are religious. He's talking about people who say we must obey the law of God.

Listen, anybody who comes along in this time and day and says you have to baptized in water to be saved is a dangerous dog. Anybody who comes along in this day and says in order to be saved you've got to go through some certain kind of ceremony, you've got to say some certain kinds of prayers, you've got to go through some kind of a ritual is a dog, an unclean thing, a dangerous beast. Anyone who comes along to you and says it's fine if you believe in Jesus but if you don't submit to a certain code of ethics and do your best to live by that code of ethics and perform those deeds that will please God you will never be saved is a dog. Beware.

Beloved, salvation is by grace and grace alone. And anything else that comes down the pike is nothing but a filthy unclean beast. Secondly, he says they are evil workers. They are evil workers. The thing is they pride themselves on being workers of righteousness. That's how he turns the table on them this time. Typically those who are involved in those kinds of external religions of works see themselves as the workers of what is good, that they please God, they're earning His favor, they're earning salvation. They're the noble upholders of the ceremonies and the rituals of their religion. They deserve God's favor, they have lit their candles and bowed their knee and kneeled to the east. And they've gone through the water and they've gone through the ritual and they've run down their prayer beads and they've done the good deeds and they've filled up all their agenda with those required things. And they've done all that good. And the fact of the matter is they are not good workers, they are, what? They're evil workers. 

Well, you say, “Why so?” Because it is the wickedness of all wickedness to think that you can earn anything with God. Why is that wicked? Because it is pride at its height and as we all know that pride is a sin. Unregenerate people, even religious people can't do really what is good. 

Let me put it to you simply. Wicked people can do bad things for bad reasons. You say, “What's a bad thing?” Any kind of sin. They can do wicked things and they do them with bad reasons, bad motives. They're motivated by their wicked selfish self-centered nature. Now listen to this, unregenerate people can also do bad works in a good way. You say, “What do you mean by that?” Well it's good in the sense that they can help the poor, they can relieve the widows, they can visit the prisoners, they can adopt orphans, they can do good things. But it's bad because they are motivated by pride rather than the glory of God. So the best that the unregenerate can do is sin even while doing good works. Only the redeemed however can do a good deed motivated to the glory of God.

So what is it when these religionists do all of their ceremonies and all of their activities and by their own works try to attain the favor of God? It may appear good, great and wonderful on the outside but it is bad on the inside because it is nothing but pride that believes that you can please God on your own merit.

The Judaizers were among them. Evil workers trying to earn God's favor. It doesn't mean that they were doing evil deeds, they were working to please God but they were evil because it was all motivated by the false belief that they could be pleasing to God. This was a deception, a fraud and a trickery of pride.

Then finally he literally scorches them with the blowtorch of terms. He says, “Beware of the mutilation.” This is unbelievable. You talk about offensive, this is offensive. You see they prided themselves on circumcision. Paul says you're not the circumcision, you're the mutilation, that's what you are. You think you're circumcised? You think you fit God's design in the symbolism of circumcision? Forget it, there's nothing spiritual about it. All it was, was physical mutilation. This was very strong language. You see, we can't just say to these people who add works to salvation, “Well, they're close. Boy, they're certainly lovely people. They certainly are nice. And they're religious. And, you know, they're trying their best to get to God.” They are dogs. Beware of them. They're filthy. They're unclean. They're vicious. They are not workers of good. They are doing at best good a good deed on the outside but a sin because of the motivation of pride on the inside. And they go through their religious ceremonies and they are useless, they have nothing to do with their heart and their life and their relation to God. They're simply external. It is merely a process of mutilation with no spiritual value, no inner cleansing, no spiritual change, there is no new creature. Why? Because as soon as you stick anything else in place of grace, then grace is all lost.

Romans 2:29 (NKJV)

29but he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from men but from God.
What's Paul's message here? They worship on the outside, they glory in their human achievement, their religious activity and they have a lot of confidence in the flesh. They think it can perform. He's saying, ‘look we're the true circumcision.’ We are characterized internally. We worship in the Spirit of God; we glory in Christ Jesus. Who gets all the glory for our salvation? Christ. Our worship isn't external; it's in the Spirit. He gets all the glory and how much confidence do we have in our flesh? None. That's the difference.

So Paul now leads us then to verse 3, and an understanding of the explicit qualities of the true Christian. I’m really looking forward to next week to find out all that that means.

What does it mean to us? [Explain: Summarize in two points]

1. Have joy in your relationship with Jesus Christ (a command)
2. Know the difference between what is true and what is false

3. Beware of dogs, evil workers and the mutilation

Pray
Thank You, Father, for leading us again this morning by Your Spirit to the understanding of Your Word. O God, what can we say to thank You for saving us by grace? Thank You for your grace of salvation. Thank You that because we've been saved by grace we can rejoice in You, we do have a joy not tied to circumstances but all bound up in a relationship, a supernatural emotion that transcends the circumstances of life. Thank You, O God, for grace, for joy. And may we rejoice always in all things because of this grace that has made us one with the living and loving Lord Jesus Christ in whose name we pray. Amen.
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