Authentic Christianity - Part 3

Philippians 3:1-3

Shall we open our Bibles together to Philippians chapter 3 as this morning we continue in the examination of the opening three verses of this great chapter. I've entitled this series, “Authentic Christianity.” And that is such a very, very important subject.

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,
Christianity has always been centered on the gospel of Jesus Christ. It has always been centered on the message of salvation. The heart and soul of the New Testament is the gospel of grace, the gospel that saves men from sin, death and hell, which makes them children of God and heirs of heaven. That is our message. And, of course, the saving gospel message that we proclaim is based on the finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ. Now that therefore is the ringing theme of the New Testament. You look in to the gospels and what is the gospel record? It is the record of Jesus Christ, the one who came and who lived and who died and who rose again and that record is given to us.

John 20:31 (NKJV)

31but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name.
When you come to the book of Acts, what do you have? You have the proclamation of the gospel of Christ. And in its proclamation is the extension of the church starting in Jerusalem and extending to Samaria and extending to the uttermost parts of the world. Then when you come to the epistles, what is the theme of the epistles? Whether it's Paul or whether it's James or whether it's Peter or whether it's John or whether it's Jude, every writer is extolling the virtues of the gospel, explaining the elements of the gospel, enriching our understanding of the gospel that Jesus Christ has come into the world to save sinners. When you come to the book of Revelation, again you have the focus on the culmination of the gospel in the exalted Christ taking His place as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. You have in the book of Revelation further expansion of the elements of the gospel as we see the Lamb of God in a new setting before the throne of God, as we see the Savior gathered with the redeemed in glory yet to come.

So from the gospels through the book of Acts through the epistles and out in to Revelation to the conclusion of the New Testament, the theme is always the saving gospel of Jesus Christ. That's the heart and soul of New Testament teaching. And that is precisely why that as over this past year and probably the years to come, I teach through primarily the New Testament, I strongly desire to constantly teach the significance and the meaning of the gospel.

But having said all of that, I want to note for you that there is a corollary theme as well. There is another thread that runs through the whole of the New Testament and that has to do with this fact, that salvation must be assessed as to its reality. The message is salvation but following close on the heels of that is a very constant occupation of the New Testament writers by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit with the matter of who is a real believer and who might be deceived. It starts all the way back with John the Baptist. When John the Baptist confronts the religious leadership of Jerusalem, those who have come down from the temple mount to assess what John is doing, those who claim to know God and be the people of God, yea the favorites of God, he says to them:

Matthew 3:7-9a (NKJV)

7But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “Brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance, 9and do not think to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’

In other words, “Let me see the fruit of your life.” To find out whether your motives are right and whether there is genuine repentance, show me the fruit that is fit for repentance. Again calling in to question the fact that someone who believes they are right with God might not be.

It isn't much further into the first gospel of Matthew that Jesus' Sermon on the Mount is given in which in chapter 7 He says:

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!’
Again, Jesus Himself pointing to the fact that there are people who think they know Him, think they serve Him, think they represent Him but are deceived. 

You come in to the thirteenth chapter of Matthew and He gives parables. And in those parables you find there are some people who appear to have a legitimate response to the gospel, but they wither away and die. There are some people who appear to have a legitimate response to the gospel, but they love the world and the things of the world too much to yield their lives to Christ in a genuine way and they fall away. You have the very clear description that where God sows wheat, the enemy comes and sows tares; where God plants the true, the enemy puts the false.

You come in to the book of Acts and you aren't very far into the book of Acts before you meet a man who claims to be a believer in Jesus Christ...and we shall see him in a few moments this morning...but who in fact is not a true believer in Jesus Christ. He is deceived and would be a deceiver.

You come in to the epistles and you find that it is of great concern to the writers of the epistles that there be an understanding of the genuine reality of salvation. So the Apostle Paul, for example, takes on those who say they know God but do not really know God. He writes about them in Romans. He writes about them in Galatians. And then you find that John the Apostle is eminently concerned about who is a real Christian and who is not. In fact, the epistle of 1 John is a series of tests. Those who are true Christians, he says in chapter 1, don't deny sin, they acknowledge it. Those who are true Christians, he says in chapter 2, walk the way Jesus walked, love their brothers, obey the Word, hate the world. In chapter 3 he says true Christians do not continue over and over again to practice sin. In chapter 4 he says true Christians are characterized by their love for God and their love for one another. And then in chapter 5 he gives the theme for his epistle.

1 John 5:13 (NKJV)

13These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eternal life, and that you may continue to believe in the name of the Son of God.

This is an assurance epistle. It is designed for those who believe to know they have eternal life. In other words, to provide tests by which you can measure your salvation. By the way, the gospel of John also has a theme I read to you just a minute ago:

John 20:31 (NKJV)

31but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name.
The epistle of John is written to believers in order that they might know that their faith is real.

And so, you see then these two themes in the Scripture, the gospel and the reality of salvation running right along behind it. You come, for example, to the epistle of James and James offers test of genuine faith. The first one is perseverance in trials in chapter 1.

James 1:2-4 (NKJV)

2My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, 3knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience. 4But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.

James discusses the fact that true believers have a proper response to the Word of God. He discusses the fact that true believers are impartial in their love, they're righteous in their behavior, James chapter 2. Their tongue will manifest their heart, chapter 3. In chapter 4 James discusses the fact that true Christians don't love the world, they're at enmity with the world. Their whole involvement with the system will reveal where they are spiritually.

All through the New Testament you have this concurrent duality, the gospel and the measure of true salvation. And those two things run along from the beginning to the end of the New Testament. It is thus then our lot in studying the New Testament to constantly be coming face to face with this issue. Not only the issue of the gospel, but the issue of who is a true believer. That, by the way, is the precise issue in Philippians chapter 3 that we are talking about this morning. It is the exact issue to which the Apostle Paul is addressing his attention. In verse 2 he speaks of the false circumcision, the religious Judaizing Jews and he says they are dogs, they are evil workers and they are the mutilation. And we went in to that last time. He contrasts in verse 3 the true circumcision, the real believers who are marked as those who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. Again we can see very clearly that the Apostle Paul is concerned about spiritual reality.

Back in chapter 1 verse 28 the whole matter of true salvation is brought up as he mentions the opponents and speaks of their destruction but the salvation of the true believers. Here he elucidates a little more on that same subject in verses 2 and 3.

Now all of that to say this, it is over and over and over again the lot of a Bible student in the New Testament to have to come to grips with this issue which obviously in my mind says this, God is eminently concerned that the lost become saved and He is equally concerned that no one be deceived about the reality of their spiritual condition. Because there are many who believe that they are in a right relationship with God when in fact they're not.

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.

It is not enough to just preach the gospel in its simplicity and majesty and beauty and assume that everyone's response to that is sufficient, or right, or God-ordained. We must examine. And so, the New Testament is loaded with the tests for a true Christian.

Now in verse 3, Paul comes to the true circumcision. Now remember, circumcision was always an outward symbol of an inward reality. And it symbolized the need for a cleansed life and a cleansed heart. And we went over that a couple of weeks ago. And so he is saying we are the true circumcision, not the physical but the spiritually cleansed. We have been spiritually made clean. And how do we know the true circumcision? Three things characterize them. Here are the tests, the distinctive tests of true Christianity. And you will notice that they do not speak of what you do, they do not speak of function; they speak of attitude.

1. They worship in the Spirit of God

2. They glory in Christ Jesus

3. They put no confidence in the flesh

These are the things that are the distinctive qualities of true Christianity. Now, I want to give to you some characteristics that do not verify your salvation. Here are some characteristics that do not verify the reality of your salvation. You can't look at these. These are not appropriate tests. And I think you will be surprised. 

Number one, the first inappropriate non-proof of salvation is a past conversion or a past supposed conversion event. You say, “What do you mean by that?” I mean that some people think they're Christians because of some event in the past. They prayed with the Sunday-school teacher. They prayed with their mother. They prayed with their father. They went forward in a church service. They signed a card. They were at a youth meeting and a guy spoke at camp and they went down and they prayed a prayer. Or they knelt by their bed.

No past event of a supposed conversion is a verifier of true salvation. Let me tell you what I mean now; listen very carefully. It is no proof that a person is not a Christian because they cannot remember when they were converted. Did you understand that? It is no proof that a person is not a Christian because they cannot remember when they were converted. How many of you do not know when you were converted as to time and place and date? Put your hands up. Amazing, they don't have an event. There was no event. Now I would suppose that those people in large members were raised in Christian families. And they came through a process of believing. And they do not know that moment in time when they went from not believing to believing because they never did not believe. And so they can't nail down that event. 

Or, some of you people may have lived in a pagan situation, you may have been raised in an unsaved family, and maybe at some point you began to be exposed to the gospel and you were more and more exposed to it and you realized one day that you had committed your life to Christ but you can't necessarily identify the moment in time because the Lord was taking you through a process of opening your heart to an understanding of the Word of God. Listen, I say it again, it is no proof that a person is not a Christian because they don't have an event, because they can't identify a moment. Nor is it any proof that a person is a Christian because they had an event. You have to have both of those. Just because you walked an aisle, prayed a prayer, signed a card, went to camp, did whatever, that in itself is not a proof. 

Let me give you a second non-proof. Living by a moral code. People, say, “Ah, so-and-so must be a good Christian, very, very moral person.” Listen, many people are moral, many people. Many people live by high standards of honesty, charity, kindness, morality, ethics; many people are moral. Look at the Mormons. The Mormons are very ethical on the surface, very moral, very charitable, very kind, and very honest. A lot of people like that. There are a lot of unsaved people in liberal churches who are very compassionate, very ethical. They are set to live according to the Ten Commandments. Many of them trying to live according to the Sermon on the Mount. Live out the “Golden Rule.” Some people live by a moral code because of fear, they're afraid of God. Some people live by a moral code because they want to please their parents. And it's very important that their parents be pleased because they're under their parents. In other words, mentally they feel the bondage of parental pressure to live by a certain code. There are some people who live by a moral code because they believe that if they do, that will get them to heaven. Or they believe if they do God will reward them somehow in this life by making them rich or famous or successful. There are some people who live by a moral code just to avoid a dirty conscience. There could be a lot of reasons for that. 

But that is not synonymous with salvation because there are so many reasons why people could live and do live by a moral code. Let me give you an illustration of that.


Matthew 19:16 (NKJV)

16Now behold, one came and said to Him, “Good Teacher, what good thing shall I do that I may have eternal life?”

Now the guy confesses that he doesn't have eternal life, he doesn't have any hope for the future, he is worried about dying. I don't know where I'm going. He was not secure. He was afraid of the future. “I want eternal life.” 

Now mark it in your mind, he knew he didn't have eternal life. The point is this, he hadn't attained what he wanted. How had he been trying to attain it? Well, Jesus brings that out because Jesus says to him:

Matthew 19:17 (NKJV)

17So He said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that is, God. But if you want to enter into life, keep the commandments.”
In other words, if you want to do it the way you're trying to do it, then just keep the commandments. The ruler says,

Matthew 19:18-22 (NKJV)

18He said to Him, “Which ones?” Jesus said, “‘You shall not murder,’ ‘You shall not commit adultery,’ ‘You shall not steal,’ ‘You shall not bear false witness,’ 19‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’” 20The young man said to Him, “All these things I have kept from my youth. What do I still lack?” <Is that amazing? What he is saying is this, I never murdered anybody, I never committed adultery with anybody, I never stole from anyone, I have not purposely borne false witness against someone, I have done my best to honor my father and my mother and I have tried to love my neighbor as myself, I've done all those things> 21Jesus said to him, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.” 22But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.

Mark it in your mind. He hadn't truly done them, but his deceitful heart would lie to him about what he had done. But he thought he had kept it all. That was his goal, keep the Ten Commandments. So here he's got a life of keeping the Ten Commandments. And no, he hadn't fully kept those things. But on the surface he had done his best to keep them all. But he knew he still didn't have eternal life. The point is this, you can live by the highest ethical code, the one given in Exodus 20, the very Ten Commandments of God and still not have eternal life. A moral life didn't save him. And yet he was trying to live a moral life in order to get eternal life. So a past event doesn't assure your salvation and neither does living by a moral code because you could do that for a lot of reasons, and a lot of people do. 

Thirdly, another, I think, misconception, another element of this negative approach, what does not verify salvation, is knowledge of the truth. I call it a head knowledge. Have you ever heard that phrase? Head knowledge instead of heart knowledge. There are a lot of people who know the facts about Christ. They know the facts about God. They know God is God. They know God is three in one. They know Christ is the Son of God. They know Christ is deity. They know Christ came into the world and did miracles. They know Christ died on a cross. They know that He died a substitutionary death. They know He rose again the third day and that He offers salvation by grace. And they know all of that in their head, but that's not synonymous with salvation. It's not what you know.

Hebrews 6:4-6 (NKJV)

4For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted the heavenly gift, and have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, 5and have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6if they fall away, to renew them again to repentance, since they crucify again for themselves the Son of God, and put Him to an open shame.

This has absolutely nothing to do with losing your salvation as the charismatics would have you believe. You've been enlightened, you've tasted the heavenly gift, you've tasted the powers of the age to come, you have this head knowledge, but you won't believe, you won't receive. It is not enough to have a head knowledge. Faith without works is <what> dead.

James 2:19 (NKJV)

19You believe that there is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe - and tremble!

They're not saved. You can believe because it's all true but you can still not be saved.

How many of us have friends that say, “I believe, I believe, I believe it all. But I'm not going to commit my life to it until I'm through enjoying the things that I want to enjoy.” Head knowledge doesn't mean anything. The Jews had all of that. Many people have that. What about Judas? What more information could that man have had in his head? He had it all. Three years under the instruction of the living Son of God, he knew it all. He saw it all. He felt it all. He experienced it all. And he never ever was saved, and he went to his own place when he committed suicide.

Fourthly, this is another non-proof of salvation, let's call it religious activity, going to church, being baptized, taking communion, or whatever, lighting candles, praying beads, doing religious signs, doing certain prayers, staying on your knees, whatever it is. Many, many people go through complex religious motions thinking that all of that religious activity equates to salvation. 

Matthew 25:1-13 (NKJV)

1“Then the kingdom of heaven shall be likened to ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. 2Now five of them were wise, and five were foolish. 3Those who were foolish took their lamps and took no oil with them, 4but the wise took oil in their vessels with their lamps. 5But while the bridegroom was delayed, they all slumbered and slept. 6“And at midnight a cry was heard: ‘Behold, the bridegroom is coming; go out to meet him!’ 7Then all those virgins arose and trimmed their lamps. 8And the foolish said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil, for our lamps are going out.’ 9But the wise answered, saying, ‘No, lest there should not be enough for us and you; but go rather to those who sell, and buy for yourselves.’ 10And while they went to buy, the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went in with him to the wedding; and the door was shut. 11“Afterward the other virgins came also, saying, ‘Lord, Lord, open to us!’ 12But he answered and said, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, I do not know you.’ 13“Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man is coming.
This is a very graphic picture of Israel, of the unpreparedness of Israel. And yet it's amazing that they were prepared up to a point. I mean, they were from a visual viewpoint no different than the other five virgins in their wedding garb, with the lamp in hand, in the right place at the right time. In somewhat similar character, ten virgins assumes characterization is somewhat the same. But the missing factor was some had an internal quality that others didn't have. That's basically what Jesus is saying there. They had oil. Well oil, some say, is the Holy Spirit; some say is salvation, but I take as is simply the salvation, the right to enter the Kingdom that includes the Holy Spirit. Some had all the dress and all the clothing and they were there in the right place at the right time but without the reality. It was external and it was not <what> internal. So they were left out of the Kingdom. Israel was religious but shut out and many, many people today are religious and they will be shut out as well. 

There are some churches where there is reality and some churches where there's form and no reality. Oh Lord, I want this church to truly have the inner reality of saving faith. There are a lot of people who have a very religious life. It's a form of religion without the reality of salvation. So religious activity isn't the issue.

Fifthly, and finally, service in the name of Christ isn't a proof of salvation. Again, Matthew chapter 7:

Matthew 7:22-23 (NKJV)

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!’
Saying you represent Christ is not enough. Just because you preach Christ doesn't mean you really know Christ. There have been a lot of people, a lot of false people, preaching a true message. There are many, many people doing things for God. Another incident in the tabloids this week of a big time preacher, we all know him, well known to everybody. He strongly supported the homosexuals and the lesbians, he had an adulterous affair and now he’s getting divorced. And you say, “But he preached Christ, he preached Christ.” Yes, well that does not in itself verify his spiritual condition.

So, when you look for the verification of a person's spiritual condition, where do you look? Well, Simon in Acts chapter 8 said he believed, he was baptized, he had an event but he wasn't saved. And the rich man had a high, high moral ethical code that he lived by, but he wasn't saved. And the Pharisees and the scribes and Judas saw everything that Christ died, heard what he said, and they weren't saved.

We are the lukewarm people in the church at Laodicea. Christ says that he knows our works and that He will spit them out of His mouth. There are lots of people praying and fasting, giving money, going through religious motions who will never enter the Kingdom because, you can have a past spiritual event, you can live a moral ethical life because of peer pressure or because of some motive to gain favor or to avoid judgment, you can know the gospel in your mind, you can even believe that it's true, you can be dutiful in your religious ceremonies, you can go to church, get baptized, take communion and you can even render service to Christ, preaching, teaching, if need be, and still not be a true Christian.

You say, “Well, what marks a true Christian?” Look at it. Three things:

Philippians 3:3a (NKJV)

3For we are the <true> circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit,
Listen, the first thing is an overflowing heart of worship. So if you want to look at your life, don't look, do I attend a service? Have I been baptized? Ask yourself, does my heart long to glorify the Lord? Do I love to praise Him and worship Him? Is it my heart's desire to serve Him? The question you want to ask is what is my attitude toward God? We can’t manufacturer this worship. This is a supernatural worship because if I'm a Christian the Spirit is in me and if the Spirit is in me, then He is prompting me to worship. And so I'll have a heart of adoration and a heart of praise and a heart that longs to serve God from the inside out. So I have to look at my heart. And so the Scripture says in 2 Corinthians 13:5, “Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves.” It starts there in the heart. Oh yes, there will be a moral code by which you live. And there may have been a real event, there was for all of us a time when we were saved, even though we don't know it. And we do have to know the facts. And service will be a part of our life but all of that will flow from the inside because we worship God prompted by the Spirit. It's worship on a supernatural level, it's not human, it's spiritual, and the Holy Spirit energizes the worship.

So, you ask yourself then, “Do I love to praise God? Do I love to talk with Him? Do I love to learn about Him in His Word? Do I want to serve Him? Oh sure, sin gets in the way and interrupts that and confuses my mind sometimes but isn't there something deep within me that longs to praise and worship and love God, to read His Word, to know more about Him, to serve Him with all my heart?” You see that's the evidence coming from the inside.

Philippians 3:3a (NKJV)

3For we are the <true> circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice <or glory> in Christ Jesus,
That verb “rejoice” in the Greek, “to glory,” means to boast but it has the idea of an overjoyed rejoicing, almost a hilarious kind of boasting. And what it's saying here is that if you're a true Christian all your boasting, all your rejoicing is going to be in Christ because all the credit belongs to Him. So you haven't done anything to earn it. 

So how do you tell a true Christian? A true Christian gives all the credit to Christ, they rejoice in Christ. They're so thankful for Christ. Christ has done it all. Whereas the false religionist wants you and God and everybody else to appreciate what he has done. The true Christian wants everyone else to appreciate what Christ has done.

Then finally, not only is the true believer characterized by worship, by rejoicing in Christ, but thirdly by humility.

Philippians 3:3a (NKJV)

3For we are the <true> circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh,
This is the basic attitude of a genuine believer, “He puts no confidence in the flesh.” He is very humble by the fallen condition of his human flesh. He doesn't trust it. He doesn't trust in it. He began in the Spirit and he will continue in the Spirit. He knows that all the good that comes to him and through him is by the power of God, he has no confidence in his flesh to please God. He knows it can't. So there is humility there. There is not a pushing of one's merit, of one's achievement, but there's humility.

How do you identify a true Christian? Look for one who worships from the heart that's prompted by the Spirit. Look for one whose glory and joy and boast is all Christ. Look for one who when viewing himself is humble. Therein are the distinctive qualities of a true Christian. And we’ll have some more detail about them in our next study next Sunday, Lord willing.

Pray
We say thank You, Father, thank You for Your work in Christ which has made us the true circumcision, who are inwardly cleansed and thus are the true worshipers whom the Father seeks to worship, are those who rejoice only in Christ. And like Paul, we find all their glory in the cross and those who are humbled. We know James says that You give grace to those who are humble. Father, help us to look in to our own hearts this morning and ask these questions.

Do I have a desire to worship God prompted by His Spirit? Do I find myself ever rejoicing in what Christ has done for me? And when I look at myself am I humbled in seeing the sinfulness and the fallenness of my own flesh? These are the distinctive marks of an authentic Christian. And then, Lord, if those things are a part of our lives, we can look back and say, “Yes, that event was real, and yes, I want to live by a moral standard out of love and gratitude and obedience to the one who saved me, and yes my knowledge has gone from my head to my heart and I know Christ not as a fact but as a friend, and yes I long to worship and serve to give glory to Jesus Christ and to render to God what is due Him.”

Father, help us to know that as we examine our hearts to see whether we're in the faith we must look for a worshiping attitude, a rejoicing in Christ, and humility in our own weakness. Reveal to each person here, Father, his or her true spiritual condition. For those who are genuine, may Your Spirit fell their hearts with assurance, may they be overwhelmed with confidence, may they know the joy of the Lord, may they know the assurance that they belong to You. And, Father, for those who in such an examination find themselves inadequate, who don't really worship out of the heart, who don't really glory only in Christ Jesus, who are not humbled, Father, save them today, save them. May they pass from death to life, save them, reach down into the depth and darkness of their sin and depravity and bring them into Your light and into Your cleansing, Your Kingdom. Save them, Lord, save them. And we'll give You all the praise in Christ's name. Amen.
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