
 

 

EPC Discussion Guide for Philippians 3:1-11 

EPC Discussion Guides provide context and teaching to discuss a passage of Scripture.  Many of these guides are 

usually companions to sermons. But the discussion guide will provide enough material for those who did not hear 

the sermon to discuss the passage.  Group leaders are encouraged to order questions and emphases according to 

the needs of their particular group. 

Read Philippians 3:1-11  Finally, my brothers,1 rejoice in the Lord. To write the same things to you is no 
trouble to me and is safe for you.  2 Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those 
who mutilate the flesh.  3 For we are the real circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in 
Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh -  4 though I myself have reason for confidence in the 
flesh also. If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more:  5 circumcised on 
the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a 
Pharisee;  6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless.  7 But 
whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.  8 Indeed, I count everything as loss because 
of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all 
things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ  9 and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the 
righteousness from God that depends on faith -  10 that I may know him and the power of his 
resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death,  11 that by any means possible 
I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

1. Slick salesman, called the Judaizers, had come to Philippi to sell their version of the good news 
about Jesus.  Their sales pitch was, “Salvation is by faith in Jesus Christ,…but if you really want to 
be saved and fully included with God’s people, you Gentiles need to be circumcised.”  It was not 
so crass as “works = salvation,” but as subtle as, “Jesus + one little work = salvation.”  It was 
compelling because this mark in their flesh offered Gentiles a “confidence” or “grounds” on 
which to stand before God, and their Jewish brothers, and say “accept me.”  In v.1-2 Paul 
unmasks these godly-seeming, godly-sounding, Bible-quoting, Jesus-preaching Judaizers as 
“dogs,” “evil doers,” and “flesh mutilators.”  The real “mark” of God’s people is not that they 
have a mark in their flesh.  The real “mark” of God’s people, according to verse 3, is that God’s 
people worship in the Spirit of God, glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. Why 
do you think Paul responds to these Judaizers as strongly as he does?  As you think of yourself, 
your church and your community, in what ways do you see this “Jesus +” false teaching being 
“sold” and “bought”?  

 

2.  In v.4-v.7 Paul polishes off his “salesman of the century” trophy and lists his pedigree and his 
performance as reasons for “confidence” in his flesh.  If someone were to ask Paul to justify his 
inclusion with God’s people, these are the things he would point to.  If Paul were to die and 
appear before God and God were to ask him to justify his claim to eternal life, these are the 
things Paul would point to.  Paul tells us that Jesus changed everything.  It was encountering and 
knowing Jesus that caused Paul to count his greatest gains as losses, to consider them as filthy 
as human excrement and to cast them away as the grounds for his salvation.  In v.8-11 Paul 
begins to describe all that he gained in Jesus in order to lead the Philippians to do likewise and 
to inoculate them against anyone offering anything other than Christ alone as their confidence.  
Specifically threw everything aside in order that he might gain Christ and be found “in Him,” and 
to be more like Him in every possible way.  For many irreligious people, the biggest barrier to 



 

 

their coming to Christ is their sins.  For many religious people, the biggest barrier to coming to 
Christ is their righteousness.  If you’ve not yet spent time sharing your story with your group, 
take some time to share what it was like for you to cast aside your sins and your righteousness 
and cling to Christ.  What led up to it, what came after it?   
 

3. Consider the following from the Westminster Larger Catechism Q77 and reflect on why a 
distinction between justification and sanctification is so essential in the Christian life.   

WLC 77  Q. Wherein do justification and sanctification differ? A. Although sanctification 
be inseparably joined with justification, yet they differ, in that God in justification 
imputeth the righteousness of Christ, in sanctification his Spirit infuseth grace, and 
enableth to the exercise thereof; in the former, sin is pardoned; in the other, it is 
subdued: the one doth equally free all believers from the revenging wrath of God, and 
that perfectly in this life, that they never fall into condemnation; the other is neither 
equal in all, nor in this life perfect in any, but growing up to perfection.  
 
 

4. Paul’s argues in Romans 1-3 and pointedly in Galatians 2:11-21 (two of many examples) that the 
law exposes how insufficient and damning it would be to put our confidence in our 
righteousness before our God.  Here, however, Paul takes a different approach.  Here Paul 
argues that by being “in Him,” that is, by being united to Jesus, Paul found what he had been 
working for his whole life – a perfect righteousness that brings perfect confidence before God 
and man.   It was not merely that “in Him” Paul’s sin would be counted crucified, dead and 
buried, though a clean slate would’ve been amazing enough.  The good news about Jesus is that 
“In Him,” Jesus’ slate, which is filled to the brim with perfect righteousness, would be counted 
as Paul’s.  What are the dangers of making the good news of this doctrine of justification only 
about the forgiveness of sins and a ‘clean slate’ before God?  What are the benefits of 
understanding that Jesus’ slate is counted ours (in terms of our relationship with the Lord and 
with others, personally, corporately, missionally)? 

 
5. Paul’s “life verse” is “that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his 

sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the 

resurrection from the dead.”  Everything in Paul’s life is oriented around knowing and being 

more like Christ in every possible way.  It is certainly understandable that Paul would want to 

know Christ in the power of his resurrection, but why is it that Paul longs to share in Jesus’ 

sufferings?  What truths enable the Christian to embrace suffering like this?  (As you consider 

the role of suffering in the Christian life, there are countless other texts to give insight.  As time 

permits, consider Romans 5:1-5, Romans 8:15-39, 2 Corinthians 1:1-11, 2 Corinthians 4:7-5:10).   

 

6. As you spend time in prayer, pray for three things in particular 1) that all those in your group 

might publicly and privately prize Jesus as much as the Apostle Paul does.  This passage is the 

gravestone for dead and dispassionate responses to the Lord Jesus Christ.  Pray that God would 

use his word to “enliven” God’s people.  2) that the dear saints who are presently suffering 

would be able to consider it “fellowship” with Jesus and be able to draw near to Him in their 

suffering.  3) that all those you know who do not know Jesus, who are trusting “in their flesh,” 

would be found “in Him” by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.   


