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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 7: The Danger of Works-Righteousness 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–11 
II. PAUL’S MISSIONARY REPORT, 1:12–26 
III. A CALL TO SANCTIFICATION, 1:27–2:30 

A. The Duties of Christian Citizenship, 1:27–2:4 
B. Christ as a Model of Christian Humility, 2:5–11 
C. Exhortation to Christian Obedience, 2:12–18 
D. Resumption of Paul’s Missionary Report, 2:19–30 

1. Timothy, 2:19–24 
2. Epaphroditus, 2:25–30 
 

(2:25) But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, co-
worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care 
of my needs. 

 
How soon Timothy and Paul himself may be able to visit the Philippians is 
uncertain, but the apostle considers it necessary to send Epaphroditus at once. 
Epaphroditus is mentioned in the New Testament only here and in 4:18 (“I have 
received full payment and have more than enough. I am amply supplied, now that I 
have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an 
acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.”). He should not be confused with Epaphras of 
Colosse (Col 1:7; 4:12; Phlm 23), who, though the names are similar, is a different 
individual. Epaphroditus had brought the Philippians’ gift to Paul. He is identified by 
the apostle in a series of glowing terms. 
 
(2:26) For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 

 
Paul now gives two reasons why he thought it necessary to send Epaphroditus back 
to his home church at Philippi: (1) his longing for all his friends and (2) his distress 
over their concern for his welfare. After leaving Philippi, Epaphroditus had fallen 
sick, perhaps on the way or shortly after arriving in Rome. Somehow his friends at 
home had learned of this and were naturally concerned about him. It is probable that 
since Epaphroditus was carrying a large sum of money, he was not travelling alone. 
When referring to an earlier gift, probably from the Philippian church, when Paul 
was at Corinth, he mentions that it was delivered by more than one person (“And 
when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the 
brothers who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed,” 2 Cor 11:9). So 
possibly one of the others travelling with Epaphroditus reported back to the 
Philippian church. This would explain how Epaphroditus knew that the Philippian 
church was aware of his illness. 
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(2:27) Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on 
him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. 

 
In v. 27 Paul now confirms in writing what the Philippians had previously only 
heard, namely that Epaphroditus had indeed been sick. But they may not have known 
how serious his illness had been, so Paul informs them that it nearly proved fatal. 
When Epaphroditus took the letter to them, they would see that he was now safe and 
well, and this was due to God’s mercy, for he had wonderfully delivered their friend 
from death and restored him to health. 
 
(2:28) Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him 
again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. 
 
Therefore, because of Epaphroditus’s illness, from which he had now recovered, and 
the Philippians’ concern for their friend, Paul is sending him back to Philippi “all the 
more eager.” The twofold purpose of this change of plans is so that the Philippians 
might be glad again when they saw Epaphroditus, and that Paul’s own sorrow would 
be lessened, knowing that Epaphroditus was home again and in good health. 
 
(2:29) So then, welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor people like him, 

 
Paul therefore exhorted the Philippians to welcome Epaphroditus with joy as fellow 
Christians should. He had fulfilled his mission with distinction and deserved an 
appropriate homecoming. 
 
(2:30) because he almost died for the work of Christ. He risked his life to make up 
for the help you yourselves could not give me. 

 
The reason why a genuine welcome was deserved by Epaphroditus was twofold. 
First, he had been engaged in the work of Christ and had actually risked his life to 
accomplish it. Second, he had been trying, by his labors, to make up for the 
Philippians’ absence from Paul, and so they owed him their gratitude. 
 
The words “to make up for the help you yourselves could not give me” do not have a 
negative connotation as though Paul was somehow annoyed with his Philippian 
friends and was criticizing them for failing in their service to him. In 4:14–18 Paul 
says that the Philippians had done more than other churches for the apostle. 
 
Epaphroditus’s close call with death (“risked his life”) is to be explained, as we 
noted in v. 27, in relation to his sickness. Furthermore, the illness was directly due to 
his Christian labors on behalf of Paul. 
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IV. WARNING AGAINST FALSE TEACHERS, 3:1–4:1 
A. Judaizers as the Context for Theology, 3:1–6 

Paul did not write a systematic treatment of his theology or doctrine. Instead he wrote 
what are called occasional letters. The book of Romans comes the closest to that kind of 
writing. What we generally see in his letters is Paul explaining his theology in response 
to various forms of false teaching he encounters in his ministry. We see that here in 
chapter 3 of Philippians. The main opposition Paul faced in his ministry was from 
various Judaizing groups. These were professing Jewish-Christians who argued that 
Gentiles should continue to observe the basic elements of the Mosaic Law, including 
circumcision, in order to be right with God. They seemed to follow Paul wherever he 
went. Arguments against these groups can be found in many of Paul’s letters, so it is no 
surprise that we should find Paul taking them on here. In vv. 2–3 he launches an attack 
on the Judaizers. This leads to an apparent boasting about his spiritual credentials prior 
to conversion in vv. 4–6. 
 
1. Paul’s warning, 3:1–3 
 

(3:1) Further, my brothers and sisters, 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. 
 
As Paul moves toward what remains to be discussed with the Philippians, he does 
not immediately start with the theological error but the framework by which they are 
to evaluate these matters. They are to “rejoice in the Lord!” Everything that comes 
down the pike, so to speak, in the Christian life, no matter how attractive it might 
appear, must be judged by how it affects or relationship to the Lord. This will serve 
as an antidote to the poison of the Judaizers, which obviously seemed so attractive. 
The Philippians’ joy is to be found “in the Lord” and not in observance of the 
Mosaic Law. 
 
The expression “the same things,” which Paul will now write about, refers to what 
follows in chapter 3, which he had previously communicated to the Philippians. Here 
Paul expresses a mild apology for again going over issues that he had certainly 
warned the Philippians about on numerous occasions. 
 
(3:2) Watch out for those dogs, those evildoers, those mutilators of the flesh. 

 
The verses that follow clearly identify these opponents with the Judaizers—those 
who dogged the trail of the apostle and endeavored to compel Gentile converts to 
submit to circumcision and other Jewish practices in order to be right with God. 
 
The false teachers are given three insulting names to designate them: “dogs,” 
“evildoers,” “mutilators of the flesh.” The English term dog was normally applied 
insultingly to people considered worthless and vulgar. In the Roman society dogs 
were despised scavengers. For the Jews, however, it also had a distinctly religious 
sense: it referred to the Gentiles, those people who, being outside the covenant 
community, were considered ritually unclean. 
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The word “evildoers” does not merely indicate “sinners.” Instead, Paul is refuting the 
Judaizers’ claims that by doing the works of the law, they were doing good works 
(cf. Gal 3:10, “For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse, as it is 
written: ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the 
Book of the Law.’”). But genuine good works are done only by true believers (cf. 
Eph 2:10, “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 
which God prepared in advance for us to do.”). 
 
The third phrase, “mutilators of the flesh,” is the most caustic description of all. It is 
a play on word circumcision (peritomē [to “cut around”] vs. katatomē [to “cut to 
pieces”]). These Judaizers, the apostle argues in effect, do not deserve to be called, 
“the circumcision” but rather “the mutilation.” Paul’s point is that when Jewish 
rituals are practiced in a spirit that contradicts the message of the gospel, these rituals 
lose their true significance and become no better than pagan practices. 
 
(3:3) For it is we who are the circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who 
boast in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh— 

 
Paul now follows the warning of v. 2 with the reason (“for”) why the Philippians 
should heed that warning. “We” Christians, Jews and Gentiles together, are the real 
“circumcision,” not the Judaizers who insisted on only the physical rite. 
 
Just as Paul characterizes the Judaizing teachers by three terms in the previous verse, 
so in v. 3 he explains the true circumcision by three descriptive clauses. First, such 
persons serve “by the Spirit of God,” not by human traditions or some external rite. 
 
Second, those who are of the true circumcision “boast in Christ Jesus.” Paul’s 
thought comes from Jeremiah 9:23–26 where boasting or glorying in the Lord means 
to know him and putting one’s confidence in him, which for us means “in Christ 
Jesus.” Satisfaction comes from recognizing that our hope is found in Christ alone, 
not through meticulous conformity to the external demands of the Mosaic Law.  
 
Third, those who are of the true circumcision put “no confidence in the flesh.” This 
states the negative side of the previous positive phrase. “Flesh” refers to what man is 
outside of Christ. Here it emphasizes “earthly things” or “physical advantages.” Paul 
often uses the term in controversy with Judaizers, especially in Romans and 
Galatians (e.g., Rom 7:18; Gal 3:3; 5:19). 
 

2. Paul’s mock boasting, 3:4–6 
 
One way to refute the arguments of the Judaizers is for Paul to tell his own story. His 
Philippian friends know him well, so they would be strongly persuaded by Paul’s 
own experience. If anyone had placed his confidence in strenuous observance of the 
law in order to gain God’s favor, it was the great apostle. But he gave up on trusting 
in his own righteousness (v. 9, “not having a righteousness of my own that comes 
from the law”) and came to regard all his attempts to obtain a righteousness standing 
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before God as “garbage” (v. 8). The path of the Judaizers is a dead end. 
 

(3:4) though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If someone else thinks they 
have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 

 
Verse 4 introduces Paul’s “boasting” in vv. 4–6. The Judaizers who threatened the 
Philippian church no doubt appealed to their impressive Jewish credentials in 
support of their message. With considerable reluctance Paul felt pressured to remind 
the Philippians that his own background was second to none. If the Judaizers want to 
play the game of “confidence in the flesh,” Paul can play it better than they can. 
Paul’s credentials with regard to Jewish identity are better than theirs. Yet Paul will 
tell us shortly that these fleshly or physical privileges count for nothing spiritually. 
 
 (3:5) circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, 
a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; (3:6) as for zeal, persecuting 
the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless. 

 
The apostle now lists seven advantages in which he could boast; the first four were 
inherited privileges, the last three personal achievements. Together they justify the “I 
have more” of v. 4. “Circumcised the eighth day” sets Paul apart from pagans and 
from groups that may have performed circumcision in an invalid way. The claim to 
be “of the nation of Israel” distinguishes him from proselytes, that is, from converts 
to Judaism, sometimes perceived as “second-class.”  
 
Paul next indicates that he was “of the tribe of Benjamin” since even a true Israelite 
might belong to a disreputable tribe. The tribe of Benjamin stood high in Jewish 
estimation. It was the home of Jerusalem and the Temple. This tribe alone had been 
faithful to the Davidic throne at the time of the division of the kingdom. It had given 
the nation its first king, Saul, after whom Paul had been named by his parents.  
 
By calling himself a “Hebrew of Hebrews,” Paul may have meant he had no mixed 
parentage but was of pure Jewish ancestry from both parents. But the phrase clearly 
indicates his linguistic and cultural upbringing, which involved the Hebrew or 
Aramaic languages in distinction from that of the Hellenistic Jews, who spoke 
Greek, even though he had been born in the Diaspora (Acts 6:1; 22:2–3). 
 
As an adult, Paul continues, first, he chose a religious life-style that left no doubt 
with regard to his commitments. The particular approach he chose for his 
interpretation of the law was that of the Pharisees, which was widely perceived as 
the one most faithful to Scripture. According to his testimony to the Galatians, Paul 
had advanced in Judaism far beyond his contemporaries. He says in Galatians 1:14, 
“I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and 
was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers” 
 
In the second place, Paul was not your everyday, run-of-the mill Pharisee. He proves 
the sincerity and intensity of his prior religious commitment by noting his zeal as a 
persecutor of the church. He says in Galatians 1:13, “For you have heard of my 
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previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and 
tried to destroy it.” 
 
The culmination of Paul’s personal achievements is found in the last phrase, “as for 
righteousness based on the law, faultless.” Paul can hardly be claiming that he was 
sinless—or even that prior to his conversion he thought he was sinless, in the sense 
of committing personal sin. Such a concept was quite foreign to Jewish theology, 
and Paul’s own testimony in Romans 7:5–11 indicates his awareness of personal sin. 
But Judaism from New Testament times forward has always emphasized sin as 
actual transgress rather than inward corruption. The previous six descriptions of 
Paul’s character refer to objective, verifiable claims. Paul is countering the 
Judaizers’ claims by showing his credentials. Anyone could have checked the record 
and found that Paul had never been charged with transgressing the law. 


