
”Put No Confidence in the Flesh” 
(Phi 1 ippians 3: 1-6 1 

Introduction: On one occasion, our Lord Jesus Christ told a ”parable to 
certain ones who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and 
viewed others with contempt:” He said, ”TWO MEN WENT UP INTO THE TEMPLE 
TO PRAY, ONE A PHARISEE, AND THE OTHER A TAX-GATHERER. THE PHARISEE 
STOOD AND WAS PRAYING THUS TO HIMSELF, ’GOD, I THANK THEE THAT I AM NOT 
LIKE OTHER PEOPLE: SWINDLERS, UNJUST, ADULTERERS, OR EVEN LIKE THIS 
TAX-GATHERER. I FAST TWICE A WEEK; I PAY TITHES OF ALL THAT I GET.’ BUT 
THE TAX-GATHERER, STANDING SOME DISTANCE AWAY, WAS EVEN UNWILLING TO LIFT 
UP HIS EYES TO HEAVEN, BUT WAS BEATING HIS BREAST, SAYING, ’GOD BE 
MERCIFUL TO ME, THE SINNER!’ I TELL YOU, THIS MAN WENT DOWN TO HIS HOUSE 
JUSTIFIED RATHER THAN THE OTHER; FOR EVERYONE WHO EXALTS HIMSELF SHALL BE 
HUMBLED, BUT HE WHO HUMBLES HIMSELF SHALL BE EXALTED” (Luke 18:9-14). 
The tax-gatherer went down to his house justified because he knew that 
whatever supposed works of righteousness he had done were unacceptable to 
God. He was relying completely on the grace and mercy of God for his 
right standing before Him. The Pharisee, on the other hand, was rejected 
by God, for he thought that by his works he had justified himself in 
God’s sight, although it was with God’s help. After all, he had kept 
himself free from gross sins and was doing acts of piety, unlike this 
other sinner who was with him. But he did not accept the fact that his 
works were filthy rags in God’s sight. What are you trusting in for your 
standing before God? Do you believe that by your works you are made more 
acceptable to Him? Do you believe that you have that with which to boast 
before God, or do you stand before God as the tax-gatherer who knew that 
he had absolutely nothing to bring to God except his sin? 

Paul now turns a corner in his epistle to the Philippians as he 
begins to wind down towards the conclusion. First, he calls upon the 
church at Philippi to rejoice in the Lord. Those who know union with 
the Lord Jesus Christ have every reason to rejoice because in Him there 
is fullness of joy. But the Christian life is not merely one of joy. 
There are also adversaries of the Gospel which the church must be 
carefully on their guard against. Paul had earlier warned them against 
these enemies by word of mouth when he was with them in Philippi. In 
chapter 3: 18, he writes, ”FOR MANY WALK, OF WHOM I OFTEN TOLD YOU, AND 
NOW TELL YOU EVEN WEEPING, THAT THEY ARE ENEMIES OF THE CROSS OF 
CHRIST.” Earlier in this letter he had warned them, saying, ”ONLY 
CONDUCT YOURSELVES IN A MANNER WORTHY OF THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST; SO THAT 
WHETHER I COME AND SEE YOU OR REMAIN ABSENT, I MAY HEAR OF YOU THAT YOU 
ARE STANDING FIRM IN ONE SPIRIT, WITH ONE MIND STRIVING TOGETHER FOR THE 
FAITH OF THE GOSPEL; IN NO WAY ALARMED BY YOUR OPPONENTS--WHICH IS A 
SIGN OF DESTRUCTION FOR THEM, BUT OF SALVATION FOR YOU, AND THAT TOO 
FROM GOD” (1:27-28). Paul now warns them again concerning those who 
would seek to add any works of the flesh to the perfect salvation 
wrought by Christ, a task which he says is no trouble to him and is a 
very necessary safeguard to them. And from this warning this morning, I 
want you to see that, 

You are to put no confidence in the flesh with regard to 
your salvation. 

I. There Are Many Things That You May Be Tempted to Trust in for 
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Your Salvation. 
A .  The Judiazers Trusted in Christ Plus Their Adherence to the 

Law, Especially Circumcision, to Save Themselves. 
1.  The Judiazers were a group of Jews who had made a 

profession of faith in Christ. 
2. But they added the Law of Moses and especially the 

covenant sign of circumcision as that which was 
necessary to salvation. 
a. We are not always to assume that everyone who hears 

the Gospel always receives it in its simplicity. 
Throughout church history there have been those 
who have sought to find a place for human works 
in salvation. 
Early in the history of the church, a monk from 
Britain named Pelagius taught that any man 
could keep the Law of God, even apart from 
God’s grace, to be made acceptable to Him. 
Later, at the time of the Reformation, a man named 
Socinus, also taught that salvation could be obtained 
by works and rejected the atonement of Christ. 
But these were not the first deviations from 
the Gospel of Christ. 
Many of the Jews had received the Law as a covenant 
of works, believing that if they simply kept the 
Law, they could be saved apart from trusting in the 
Lord’s Messiah to deliver them. 
And of those Jews who received the Gospel and 
made a profession of Christ in the time of 
Paul, there were some who felt that it was 
necessary for the Gentiles who were turning to 
the Lord to keep the Law and to be circumcised. 
They believed that the Gentiles needed to 
observe the Jewish customs and be ”Judiazed.” 
That is why they were called Judiazers. 

b. It was in response to this that the Jerusalem 
council met as recorded in Acts 15. 
(i) In Acts 15:l-2, Luke writes, ”AND SOME MEN 

CAME DOWN FROM JUDEA AND BEGAN TEACHING THE 
BRETHREN, ’UNLESS YOU ARE CIRCUMCISED ACCORDING 
TO THE CUSTOM OF MOSES, YOU CANNOT BE SAVED.’ 
AND WHEN PAUL AND BARNABAS HAD GREAT DISSENSION 
AND DEBATE WITH THEM, THE BRETHREN DETERMINED 

THEM SHOULD GO UP TO JERUSALEM TO THE APOSTLES 
AND ELDERS CONCERNING THIS ISSUE.” 

(ii) And when they had met and had deliberated the issue 
James stood up and declared, ”THEREFORE IT IS MY 
JUDGMENT THAT WE DO NOT TROUBLE THOSE WHO ARE 

WRITE TO THEM THAT THEY ABSTAIN FROM THINGS 
CONTAMINATED BY IDOLS AND FROM FORNICATION AND FROM 
WHAT IS STRANGLED AND FROM BLOOD. FOR MOSES FROM 
ANCIENT GENERATIONS HAS IN EVERY CITY THOSE WHO 
PREACH HIM, SINCE HE IS READ IN THE SYNAGOGUES 
EVERY SABBATH” (15: 19-21). 

THAT PAUL AND BARNABAS AND CERTAIN OTHERS OF 

TURNING TO a n  FROM AMONG THE GENTILES, BUT THAT WE 
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(iii) They determined that God had saved the Gentiles 
without their first becoming Jews, and so it 
was not now necessary to ”Judiaze” them. 

(iv) But they did require that they observe certain 
elements of the Mosaic Law in order not to 
stumble the Jews who had converted. 

Christ was defeated by this church council. 
(v) Thus the Judiazer’s threat of adding to the work of 

B. But Furthermore, Paul, Wanting to Argue Against the Judiazers on 
Their Own Works Level, Speaks of His Own Works of the Law in His 
Earlier Days as a Pharisee as Being Inadequate. 
1.  If anyone had a reason to boast in the flesh, it was Paul. 

a. He was not envious of their accomplishments; he, in 

b. But he sets forth his works in order to show just 
fact, had more to boast of than they. 

how inadequate they were. 

2. Paul, as a Jew, had certain advantages by virtue of his birth. 
a. He was circumcised the eighth day according to the Law. 

(i) This was Paul’s claim to Jewish purity. 

Judaism, and therefore recently circumcised. 

Abraham, would be circumcised in his thirteenth year. 

circumcised on the eighth day. 

(ii) The Judiazer could be a recent convert to 

(iii) An Ishmaelite, another nation from the loins of 

(iv) But one who was ”born” a Jew would be 

(v) Paul was born a Jew. 

b. He was an Israelite. 
(i) He was not a convert to Judaism, nor the child 

of converts. 

God’s covenant people. 
(ii) He was a direct descendant of the holy race, 

c. He was of the tribe of Benjamin. 
(i) The reason for his mentioning this has been 

(ii) The tribe of Benjamin had many famous members 
differently understood. 

and many infamous ones. 

the only tribe besides Judah that remained loyal to 
David’s throne after the kingdom was divided; it was 
one of the tribes that made up the kingdom when 
Israel came back from captivity; and it was from 
Benjamin that Mordecai the Jew came, whom the Lord 
used to save Israel from extinction by the hand of 
Haman the Agagite (Hendriksen 158). 

(iii) But he probably mentions this because Benjamin was 

d. And he was a Hebrew of Hebrews. 
(i) This just underlines what he already said. 

pure. He was a Hebrew if ever there was one 
(Hendriksen 158-59). 

(ii) As to being a Hebrew, he was the purest of the 

3. But besides his special upbringing, he had also attained 
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certain accomplishments in life. 
a. He was a Pharisee. 

(i) They were the most influential group in Judaism. 
(ii) Paul boasted, ”THAT I LIVED AS A PHARISEE ACCORDING 

TO THE STRICTEST SECT OF OUR RELIGION” (Acts 26:5), 
and , ”I WAS ADVANCING IN JUDAISM BEYOND MANY OF MY 
CONTEMPORARIES AMONG MY COUNTRYMEN, BEING MORE 
EXTREMELY ZEALOUS FOR MY ANCESTRAL TRADITIONS” (Gal. 
I: 14). 

(iii) The Pharisees were not always bad, but had become so 
later in their development (Hendriksen 159). 

indifferent, but he was very zealous for it. 
(iv) And so, as to the Law of God he was not 

b. He was a persecutor of the church. 
(i) This shows his commitment to the Law of God. 

sought to destroy the church of Christ. 

surely would have walked right in (Hendriksen 160) 

(ii) In his misguided zeal for Judaism, he had 

(iii) If anyone could go to heaven on zeal alone, Paul 

c. And as to the righteousness which is found in the 
law, blameless. 
(i) As to his personal outward observance to the 

Law, he kept it strictly according to the 
interpretation of the Jewish leaders. 

(ii) He was blameless; his outward behavior was 
irreproachable by human judgment. 

of works, it was surely Paul. 

religion, even the true one, and yet be unconverted. 

(iii) If anyone had something to boast of in the area 

(iv) This shows us that one may do many things for 

C. Some of You Here This Morning May Be Trusting in Your Works 
to Save You. 
1.  Maybe you haven’t understood your need of Christ for 

salvation and have been trusting in your works for your 
acceptance with God, like Paul did before his 
conversion. What are you trusting in? 
a. Are you trusting in your having been born in a covenant 

household for your right standing before God? 
(i) You are the children of the covenant and the 

Bible calls you holy. 
(ii) But is that enough to save you? 

b. Are you trusting in the covenant sign of baptism to 
wash away your guilt? 
(i) You had the sign and seal of the remission of sins 

applied to you as an infant, or as an adult. 

of what is signified? 
(ii) But does that sign guarantee to you the reality 

c. Are you trusting in your cultural heritage, being 
part of a race which has had many wonderful works 
wrought in it by God? 
(i) The Jews trusted in their being the children of 
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Abraham for their salvation. 
Some nations have had many wonderful works of God in 
their midst and have been blessed with a large 
measure of truth, such as the British and the Dutch. 

(iii) But does your national tie guarantee your salvation? 

(ii) 

d. Are you trusting in your membership in a Reformed 
church, or any other kind of church? 
(i) You are in the institution of God’s redemption, 

the ark of salvation. 

you that you will receive the promised blessings? 
(ii) But does membership in a church guarantee to 

e. Or are you trusting in your faithful adherence to 
the Law of God as being that which will ingratiate 
you to God? 
(i) The Law is the family code of conduct for the 

Christ i an. 
(ii) But can adherence to a Law which only has the power 

to pronounce a curse and not a blessing save you? 
And are you really doing what you know to be 
God’ s wi 1 1 ? 

(iv) If these things are true of you, then you have 
fallen into the error of Paul before his 
conversion, the Judaistic error. 

(iii) 

2. But maybe you are confessing Christ here this morning, but 
like the Judiazers you believe that there is something that 
you 
a. 

b. 
C. 

d. 

e. 

must also do to make His work complete. 
Are you trusting in Christ plus your works of obedience, 
your faithful attendance, your use of the means of grace, 
your strict observance of the Law to save you? 
Are you trusting in Christ plus your baptism? 
Are you trusting in Christ plus anything else to 
save you from the wrath of God? 
Do you believe that someone has to follow your particular 
traditions which you have venerated for so many years, 
plus the Scriptures, or your particular interpretation of 
the Scriptures, to be saved? 
If so, you have fallen into the same error as the 
Jud i azers . 

But the Point That Paul Is Making Is that You Are Not to Boast 
in Anything that You Do at All, But in Christ Alone to Be Saved 
From God’s Wrath Against Sin. 
A. Paul Denounced the Judiazers by a Three-fold Warning to the 

Phi 1 ippians. 
1.  He said to beware of them for they are like dogs. 

scavenger dogs which roamed about the cities. 

Gentile who was impure and unclean. 

saying that they are dogs who greedily devour carnal 
rules and regulations (Wilson 68). 

a. Paul probably has in mind here the diseased 

b. It was the word used by the Jew to refer to the 

c. Here, Paul uses the term against the Judiazers 

2. He said to beware of them for they are evil-workers 
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a. They were working evil by corrupting the Gospel with 

b. They were drawing attention from Christ and His 
the leaven of legalism. 

accomplished redemption, and placing it on a human ritual 

3. And he said to beware of them for they are the false 
c i rcumc i s i on. 
a. They were not those who had the true circumcision of 

b. They had merely mutilated their flesh, without 
the heart . 

having their hearts changed. 

B. In the Same Way, Paul Renounced His Own Self-Righteousness. 
1.  Paul excelled many of his contemporaries in his zeal 

2. But he counted all of his own works as nothing but 
for the Law and the practice of Judaism. 

refuse, or as dung, in view of the surpassing value of 
Christ’s righteousness. 

C. But Instead He Pointed to that Which Is the Christian’s True 
Hope and Trust: Namely, on Christ Alone for Salvation. 
1.  First, he says that the true circumcision has 

experienced the spiritual circumcision of the heart. 
a. The Judiazers trusted in the external act of 

b. But you must be born again by the Spirit of God in 
circumcision to save them. 

the removal of the foreskin of your heart, if you 
are to be saved. 
(i) You must be regenerated and renewed by the 

Spirit of God, a gift which only He can give 
you. 

if you are to know this life. 
(ii) You must come to Christ in faith and repentance 

2. Second, the true circumcision are worshipers of the Lord 
in the Spirit of God. 
a. The Judiazers worshiped God through the externals of 

the Mosaic Law in the power of their own strength. 
b. But you must have the indwelling of the Spirit of 

God giving you the power to worship Christ through 
the grace that He supplies and according to His truth. 
(i) You must have the Spirit’s divine enablement to 

serve Him in an acceptable manner. 
(ii) And this only comes through union with Christ. 

3. Thirdly, the true circumcision does not glory in 
anything except what Christ has done for them. 
a. The Judiazers boasted in their keeping of the law 

and in their circumcision as that which they added 
to complete the work of Christ. 

b. But you must boast in nothing other than the perfect 
righteousness of Christ received by faith alone, and 
in His work of atonement which cleanses you from all 
sin. 

4. And lastly, the true circumcision puts no confidence in 
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the flesh. 
a. Christ’s work is complete and there is nothing which 

b. Therefore, you are to trust in Christ alone and 
can be done by you to supplement it. 

place absolutely no confidence in anything that you 
have done as having any merit in His sight 
whatsoever for salvation. 

5. People of God, the salvation which God supplies is a 
perfect and complete one. You cannot add anything to it 
to make it more perfect or more complete. A s  a matter 
of fact, if you add any work of your own, you will only 
destroy the grace of God, and nullify the truth of the 
Gospel. Trust in Christ and His perfect righteousness 
alone for your right standing before God, and put no 
confidence in the flesh. Amen. 


