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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 9: Living in Light of Our Future 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–11 
II. PAUL’S MISSIONARY REPORT, 1:12–26 
III. A CALL TO SANCTIFICATION, 1:27–2:30 
IV. WARNING AGAINST FALSE TEACHERS, 3:1–4:1 

A. Judaizers as the Context for Theology, 3:1–6 
B. The Essence of Paul’s Theology, 3:7–11 
C. Practical Theology, 3:12–4:1 

Paul has warned the Philippians about the threat of the Judaizers in vv. 1–6 and in 
response to their errors has set forth his own theology of salvation in vv. 7–11. Now in 
the rest of the chapter he attempts to apply these theological ideas to the Philippian’s 
situation. As we noted last week, vv. 12–14 are designed to correct a probable 
perfectionistic tendency in the church. Then in v. 15ff., the apostle appeals to the 
Philippians themselves to bring their behavior in line with their doctrinal commitment if 
they wish to grow in their spiritual lives. 

 
1. Frustration and hope, 3:12–14 
 

Paul has already stated that his supreme desire is to know Christ fully and thus 
finally to attain to the resurrection from the dead (vv. 8–11). He now introduces a 
corrective (“not that,” v. 12) to remove any possible misunderstanding. Paul has not 
yet reached the perfection that will come at the consummation of our salvation, 
whatever others might claim for themselves. Instead, he keeps on pursuing this long-
cherished ambition with the intention to “take hold” of it, because the risen Christ 
powerfully “took hold” of him on the Damascus road, setting his life in this new 
direction. There is further progress to be made, and only at the end of the race will he 
receive the prize (the fullness of eternal life) when he reaches goal line. 

 
 (3:12) Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, 
but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 
 
Paul has not attained “all this,” that is, his goal of the resurrection, nor the full 
knowledge of Christ. Paul was not perfect, though he longed for perfection. There is 
a certain frustration that we all feel as we live our lives in expectation of what awaits 
us in glory. 
 
Paul was seeking to “take hold” of his goal because Jesus already “took hold” of 
him. This is the tension between divine sovereignty and human responsibility. Paul 
can diligently purse his salvation because his efforts are based on the fact of Christ’s 
work of grace in his life. God’s gracious activity in our salvation comes first and is 
the source of our efforts (cf. Phil 2:12–13; 1 John 4:19). 
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(3:13) Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But 
one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 

 
Paul catches the attention of his readers (“brothers and sisters”) and elaborates the 
point of v. 12 that he has not yet reached the final goal. He uses the imagery of a 
runner who has one object in view, namely, that of finishing the race and winning 
the prize. This race illustration, here in v. 13 (and v. 14), emphasizes the human 
responsibility side of the equation mentioned in v. 12—human effort is required in 
our sanctification. Paul did not look back at past failures or successes but strained 
forward with all determination so that he could win the prize. The Christian life 
involves the continual forgetting of “what is behind,” and the relentless centering of 
one’s energies and interests on the course that is ahead. “Forgetting” does not mean 
obliterating the memory of the past (Paul has just recalled some of these things in 
vv. 5–6), but a conscious refusal to let them absorb one’s attention and impede one’s 
progress. 
 
As we noted earlier, these verses imply a sense of frustration. Even Paul’s present 
existence did not conform totally to the Christian life he would have liked to have 
lived. The fact that he finds it necessary to “forget what is behind” is an admission of 
failure. Paul was not perfect, though he longed for perfection. This is a good lesson 
for all of us. We have to constantly “forget what his behind.” 
  
(3:14) I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me 
heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

 
Paul continues the race metaphor and compares his Christian life to the idea of 
pressing onward to the goal so as to win the prize. In applying the illustration, the 
goal and the prize are virtually identical, though viewed from different aspects. 
Paul’s goal was the complete knowledge of Christ. When the goal was reached, this 
prize would be fully his. The word “called” is always used elsewhere by Paul to 
denote the effective call of God that brings men to salvation (1 Cor 1:26; 7:20; Eph 
1:18; 4:1, 4; 2 Thess 1:11; 2 Tim 1:9). Paul is speaking of the goal and prize for 
which believers have been called to salvation in Christ. 
 

2. Growth through obedience, 3:15–16 
 

Our growth as Christians comes in proportion to our obedience to truth. Paul now 
exhorts the Philippians to bring themselves into line with his understanding of the 
truth and follow his example since Paul’s understanding is the correct one. 

 
(3:15) All of us, then, who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on 
some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you. 

 
Obviously, not all Paul’s Christian friends at Philippi had the same attitude that he 
has just expressed. Paul is not perfect, but he is a “mature” Christian, so he exhorts 
those who are mature, or consider themselves mature, to think in harmony with what 
he has just said. Paul’s “view of things,” things that the Philippians should also 
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adopt, include his unwillingness to rely o his past accomplishments in Judaism, as 
well as his participation in Christ’s sufferings, by being conformed to his death, and 
his eager pursuit of the knowledge of Christ. 
 
Paul is not perfect, but he is “mature” in the sense of 3:16, that is, he is living up to 
the truth he understands. In the latter part of v. 15 Paul indicates that if the 
Philippians generally agree with vv. 13–14 but still differ on some isolated point (“if 
on some point you think differently”), he is confident that God will lead them to the 
truth if their minds are open to his leading. The “some point” refers perhaps to 
inadequacies or inconsistencies in their outlook that lie outside the “things” in the 
first part of v. 15. 
  
(3:16) Only let us live up to what we have already attained. 

 
No one, however, must wait for God to reveal the truth on all points before they 
begin to give themselves to spiritual growth. No one needs perfect knowledge of 
Scripture and theology to make spiritual progress in their lives. Each believer should 
exercise fully the degree of maturity they already possess. The verb “live up to,” 
calls for Christians to maintain a consistent life in harmony with the understanding 
of God’s truth they already possess. 
 

3. Patterns of behavior, 3:17–19 
 

For Paul correct thinking must lead to right living. Paul has just urged the 
Philippians to conform their behavior to what they have already known to be true. 
Now he presses that point again, but especially with reference to some who have not 
done so. 
 
(3:17) Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters, and just as you 
have us as a model, keep your eyes on those who live as we do. 

 
So as to reinforce his exhortation, Paul now contrasts two dramatically opposed 
patterns of behavior: his own in v. 17 and certain “enemies” in vv. 18–19. In other 
places the apostle appeals to believers to imitate him (e.g., 1 Cor 4:16; 11:1; 2 Thess 
3:7–9), but this particular passage carries a special force because of what he has just 
conceded in vv. 12–14. Paul asks the Philippians to follow his example, not because 
he has achieved perfection, but because he is struggling in the same race that they are 
running (“I press on toward the goal,” v. 14; cf. 1:30, “since you are going through 
the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have”). 
 
(3:18) For, as I have often told you before and now tell you again even with tears, 
many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 

 
Paul spells out why (“for”) his urgent exhortations of v. 17 are necessary. His call for 
the Philippians to imitate him is because many others “live as enemies of the cross of 
Christ.” They are the exact opposite of Paul’s and others’ godly example (v. 17) and 
are a danger to the church. It is difficult to determine who these people are exactly, 
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but most likely they are professing Christians. Notice Paul repeats the verb “live” 
from v. 17 (“live as enemies of the cross of Christ”), which had been used of those 
who “live” as Christians (“live as we do”). Paul had warned the Philippians about 
such people “before” and now he has to warn them again “with tears.” These 
“enemies of the cross of Christ” were a continual threat to the well-being of the 
church.  Most probably these people, although they are professing believers, are 
somewhat on the outside of the Philippian congregation, though they probably have 
significant influence on the church itself. If they were members of the church, Paul 
would not have included them in his glowing thanksgiving for the church (“I thank 
my God every time I remember you,” 1:3; “God can testify how I long for all of you 
with the affection of Christ Jesus,” 1:8). 
 
(3:19) Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in 
their shame. Their mind is set on earthly things. 

 
The “enemies of the cross of Christ” are now described in more detail. They appear 
to be the Judaizers whom Paul spoke of earlier in 3:2 (“Watch out for those dogs, 
those evildoers, those mutilators of the flesh”). Paul particularly views Judaizers as  
enemies of the cross of Christ (Gal 5:11–12). Paul says “their destiny is destruction.” 
The Greek word translated “destruction” is generally reserved by Paul to describe 
eternal destruction. Thus, these individuals, though they may be professing believers, 
conduct their lives in a way indicates they are not persevering and will thus 
ultimately lead to their eternal ruin. 
 
Three statements reveal the character and practice of these Judaizers.  The phrase 
“their god is their stomach” as an allusion to Jewish food laws. The Judaizers 
scrupulous observance of food laws became their god.  
 
In following phrase, “their glory is in their shame,” the word “shame” is likely a 
reference to “nakedness,” one’s private parts, meaning those parts of the body that 
are unpresentable, and thus is probably a reference to the circumcision demanded by 
the Judaizers. Thus, this phrase becomes Paul’s way of pouring scorn on the rite of 
circumcision, as we saw in 3:2 (“Watch out for…those mutilators of the flesh”). It is 
shameful when the Judaizers boasted in circumcision as necessary for salvation. 
 
Finally, these Judaizers have “their mind[s] set on earthly things” by their 
submission to human regulations (cf. Col 2:16–23). The Judaizers are concerned 
with values which pass away and have no eternal importance. As Paul tells the 
Corinthians: “Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s 
commands is what counts” (1 Cor 7:19). 
 



Community Bible Church Instructor: Bill Combs 
 

 5 

4. Heavenly citizenship, 3:20–4:1 
 

(3:20) But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, 
the Lord Jesus Christ, 

 
The Philippians need to “join together in following [Paul’s] example” (v. 17) rather 
than that of the Judaizers, who are “enemies of the cross of Christ” (v. 18) and have 
“their mind…set on earthly things” (v. 19). An important reason for following Paul’s 
example rather that minding earthly things is that fact that “our citizenship is in 
heaven.” For a citizen of heaven, earthly things must at best be secondary.  
 
Paul had introduced this idea of “citizenship” back in 1:27 (“conduct yourselves in a 
manner worthy of the gospel of Christ”) where the verb “conduct yourselves” has the 
idea of “conducting yourselves as good citizens in a state”—it is the verb of the noun 
“citizenship” in v. 20. Because Philippi was a Roman colony, the Philippians would 
find this an appropriate illustration, for, in a political sense, they knew what it was to 
be citizens of a far-off city (even though most of them had probably never been to 
Rome), and they were proud of that status (Acts 16:20–21). 
 
However, contrary to what we might have expected, Paul does not draw a direct 
connection between the fact that we belong to a heavenly commonwealth and the 
obligations that are therefore binding upon us as citizens of that commonwealth 
(heaven). Rather, Paul proceeds to build his case on the character of the hope that 
such a commonwealth provides (v. 21). That is, because we are citizens of heaven, 
heaven should be the focus of our hopes and dreams. Our eyes should be 
heavenward, so to speak, anticipating the coming of our Savior, who is not a mere 
earthly emperor but the Lord Jesus Christ (savior was also a common title for the 
Roman emperor—as well as lord). As much as we “eagerly await” the return of our 
“Savior,” we will be protected from earthly, sensual enticements. 
 
 (3:21) who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, 
will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body. 

 
Christ at his return will “transform” believers’ mortal bodies, so that they will 
conform to the character of his resurrection body. The present body is described as a 
“lowly body.” The term “lowly” suggests the idea of “humiliation” and thus calls 
attention the present body’s weakness and susceptibility to persecution, disease, 
sinful appetites, and death. At Christ’s coming, however, our earthly, transient 
appearance will be changed, whether by resurrection of those already dead or by the 
rapture of those living. Believers will be transformed and will receive glorified 
bodies that will more adequately display their essential character as children of God 
and sharers of divine life in Christ. This will be accomplished by the same power 
that will ultimately bring all things in the universe under the authority of Christ 
(“under his control”). 
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(4:1) Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and 
crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends! 

 
The “therefore” indicates that Paul now intends to apply the preceding argument to 
the Philippians’ specific situation. The phrase “in this way” refers back to the 
previous verses, probably the whole of 3:1–21, including especially the Philippians’ 
imitation of Paul. In light of the wonderful hope to which the Philippians can look 
forward, the apostle concludes with an exhortation for the Philippians to persevere, 
“stand firm in the Lord,” the same kind of exhortation with which this letter began in 
1:27 (“Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of 
Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I 
will know that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together as one for the faith 
of the gospel”).  
 
The reference to the Philippians as “my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and 
long for,” shows the strong feeling of intimacy the apostle felt toward his Philippian 
friends. Their description as Paul’s “joy and crown” reminds us of his earlier words 
to another Macedonian church, the church at Thessalonica (1 Thess 2:19, “For what 
is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord 
Jesus when he comes? Is it not you?”). 


