Living Above the Circumstances #7

“Coping with Detractors”

Philippians 3:1-3; 18-4:1

Imagine if, at your job, someone came along behind you and tried to undo everything you had just done. Every time you turn around, your character is being criticized and your work is being undermined. How long do you think you could put up with that?

The apostle Paul did not have to imagine such a scenario; he lived it throughout his ministry. From the beginning of his work as a missionary and evangelist, he knew that the gospel of Jesus Christ was available to Gentiles as well as Jews, and that Gentiles who put their faith in Christ did not have to become Jews in order to be Christians. That fact had been revealed to Peter in Acts 10 and confirmed by the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15. Yet the Judaizers (those who pushed Gentile Christians to be circumcised and follow the Jewish law) would not give up. Some of them followed Paul everywhere he went, trying to lead away from the truth the new converts and churches Paul planted.
 Oliver Green writes, “These individuals were constantly hounding the Christians. They were a nuisance to the cause of Christ and detrimental to the spreading of the pure gospel of grace.”
 This happened in the Galatian churches, prompting Paul to write the letter of Galatians in the New Testament. Now Paul has to try to forestall the same in the church at Philippi.
 From our text today we will consider “Coping with Detractors.”

Philippians 3:1 begins, “Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord!” The phrase “Finally, my brothers” might lead us to expect the conclusion of the letter; but this is not the case. The Greek phrase could just as well be rendered “Furthermore” or “To proceed, then,” with no thought of “In conclusion” or “Farewell.”

In light of Paul’s detractors, of whom he will address in the next verse, it might seem odd that he repeats the phrase, “rejoice in the Lord.” Yes, this is a characteristic of the letter, and later he would write in Philippians 4:4. “Rejoice in the Lord always.” Notice that it is an instruction, not a suggestion. Rejoicing in the Lord is not of marginal importance, nor is it an optional extra for evangelical extroverts.
 Furthermore, it is not a feeling that comes and goes; rejoicing is an act of the will—a choice. James 1:2 puts it this way: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds…” The King James Version renders this, “count it all joy.” It is a mindset, not an emotion. One commentator even equates this phrase, “Rejoice in the Lord,” to the Old Testament exclamation, Hallelujah, ‘Praise the Lord’, which is familiar to us from the Psalms.

You may ask, “How am I supposed to rejoice when I have people criticizing me and undermining my work?” Jesus answers that very question in Matthew 5:11-12, “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” Luke 6:23 puts it this way: “Rejoice in that day and leap for joy…” 
“That’s impossible!” you might object. No, it actually happened in Acts 5:41, “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.” The previous verse records that they had been beaten by the Jewish leaders—the Greek word literally means “to scourge” or “to thrash”—and threatened with more of the same if they did not stop preaching about Jesus. Imagine the disgrace (not to mention the discomfort) of being stripped and scourged publicly, all for doing the right thing! They did not riot, nor did they rant and rave about their rights being violated. They rejoiced! They praised God…even though they probably did not feel like it at the time!

Verse one continues, “It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it is a safeguard for you.” Paul is about to repeat some instruction he had given them in the past, either orally when he was in Philippi or perhaps in an earlier letter.
 But he doesn’t do it with a sigh and, “How many times do I have to tell you people the same thing over and over?” The Living Bible says: “I never get tired of telling you this and it is good for you to hear it again and again.” What patience Paul had!

Seeing Them for Who They Are 

Paul first instructs the Philippians concerning these detractors on seeing them for who they are. He writes in verse two, “Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh.” In the original Greek, Paul repeats the word translated “Watch out” or “Beware” three times, before each description of the detractors.
 Whenever you see a word or phrase repeated in the Bible, it is for emphasis. Paul stresses the danger in which these Christians find themselves. 
Paul first refers to them as “dogs.” He doesn’t have in mind the little lap dogs we enjoy as pets or those obedient, loyal creatures we pamper and nourish. No, the dogs of his day were dirty, disease-carrying scavengers who ran in packs through the streets and narrow alleys of a city. Unable to be controlled and potentially dangerous, they posed a menacing threat to anyone who got in their way.
 Kenneth Wuest calls them “the mangy, flea-bitten, vicious, starved scavengers of the oriental streets.”
 They thought of these dogs the way we think of coyotes in this area. 

Why would he use this word? For one thing, this is what self-righteous Jews call Gentiles. Since Paul was at that moment talking about Jews, perhaps he was “turning the tables.” Or, perhaps Paul was implying that men who lead people astray in religious matters are no more sensitive than selfish animals that go about devouring others.

Next he speaks of “those men who do evil.” They never miss a chance of stirring things up. They major on minors and make issues out of non-issues. They rock the boat and wreck the work wherever they go.
 These legalists taught that people were saved by works—an impossibility. Such folks live on to this day, spreading their heresy. Their message is full of exhortations to do more, to work harder, to witness longer, to pray with greater intensity, because enough is never enough.
 

Third Paul alludes to them as “those mutilators of the flesh.” The King James Version reads, “beware of the concision.” That word “concision” is not in our vocabulary these days, but you may recognize that it is close to the word “circumcision.” Both have to do with cutting. In fact, Paul uses a pun in the Greek—peritomē and katatomē.
 The second word occurs only here in Scripture.
  “Concision” literally means, “a cutting up or off,”
 while the word “circumcision” means, “to cut around.” In addition to the ritual performed on an eight-day baby boy, the prophets also applied circumcision symbolically as cutting around people’s ears to hear God’s Word, and cutting around their lips to speak God’s message, and cutting around their hearts to get rid of their hardness and rebellion.

From the beginning, God intended circumcision to be an outward symbol of an inward condition. Moses challenged the Israelites in Deuteronomy 10:16, “Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer.” Jeremiah declared in Jeremiah 4:4, “Circumcise yourselves to the Lord, circumcise your hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem…” The definitive statement is found in Jeremiah 9:25-26,

“The days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will punish all who are circumcised only in the flesh—Egypt, Judah, Edom, Ammon, Moab and all who live in the desert in distant places.  For all these nations are really uncircumcised, and even the whole house of Israel is uncircumcised in heart.” 

So when Paul wrote in Romans 2:28-29, “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code,” he was not introducing a new idea. The physical act of circumcision did not save anyone…ever! But the Judaizers insisted that it was essential for salvation.

The Jews boasted that they were “the circumcision” and thus God’s chosen people. Paul instead calls them “mutilators,” on par with pagan practices forbidden in Leviticus 21:5 and practiced by the prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18:28.

These rather sharp descriptive terms may shock you! But they serve to reflect Paul’s anger with men who were deliberately leading people astray.
 These false teachers were preaching a cross-less gospel.
 Though they called themselves Christians, they were not. And their kindred are still with us today.

Paul continues to show them for who they are in verses 18-19,

For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things.

Scholars are divided as to whether Paul is referring to the same group as verse 2 or to a different group. Warren Wiersbe thinks they were the Judaizers of earlier,
 while Kenneth Wuest believes this was a different group—Gentiles who saw the grace of God as a free pass to satisfy their sinful desires.
 Often times false teachers are either on the extreme of legalism or the extreme of license, whereas true Christian liberty is found in the balance.

Now these are not merely Christians with whom we have minor disagreements. Paul clearly describes these folks as lost.
 Notice the three characteristics of a lost soul:

• Driven by sensual appetites – “their god is their stomach”
• Dedicated to material things – “their mind is on earthly things”
• Destined for eternal hopelessness – “their destiny is destruction” 

Some well-meaning Christians want to include every person or group that uses the name of Jesus under the banner of “tolerance” and “Christian love.” But Paul would have none of that! In fact, he earlier wrote in Galatians 1:8-9, “If anybody is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!” (He meant it so much that he repeated it twice!) We need to see them for who they really are.

Seeing Us for Who We Are

Moving back to verse three, Paul addresses seeing us for who we are. He writes, “For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh…” In essence Paul says, “They may claim to be the circumcision, but we are truly the circumcision.” 
I never grasped the significance until just recently. Remember to whom Paul wrote these words: the Christians in Philippi—that Roman colony who did not have enough Jewish men to have their own synagogue! The vast majority (if not all) of those who first read this letter would have been Gentiles. How revolutionary this must have sounded! Jesus similarly shocked His listeners in Luke 13:28-29,

There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but you yourselves thrown out. People will come from east and west and north and south, and will take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God. 

The very ones who thought they were God’s chosen people were really on the outside looking in, while those they considered “dogs” were truly God’s people!

Some translations render this phrase, “We are the true circumcision,” but the word “true” is not in the original Greek. Paul declared, “We are the circumcision”—not true as compared with false, but the only “circumcision” there is. We—believers saved by grace through faith—are the only “Israel,” the sons of Abraham, the children of the covenant, the chosen inheritors of the promises.

This relates back to Romans 2:28-29, which we considered previously. God is not nearly as concerned with outward profession as He is inward reality. True circumcision is a spiritual work, and for Christian believers is pictured in the symbolism of baptism,
 as seen in Colossians 2:11-12, 

In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.

Again Paul emphasizes the spiritual nature of true circumcision and identifies it with baptism. I believe the same can be said of baptism: the act itself does not save, but what it represents does. Allow me to paraphrase those verses from the end of Romans 2:

A person is not a Christian if he is only one outwardly, nor is baptism merely outward and physical. No, a person is a Christian if he is one inwardly; and baptism is baptism of (or by) the Spirit, not by water.

Don’t fall for the same lie as the Judaizers who thought a religious ritual would save. Baptism, church membership, doing good works, giving to charity—none of these things will every save a soul. Only trusting in what Christ has done will save you!

Seeing Us for Who We Will Be

Finally Paul focuses on seeing us for who we will be in verses 20-21,

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

Paul used the term “circumcision” which related to the Jews; he used the word “citizenship” which related to the Roman citizens who populated Philippi. The city of Philippi was actually a Roman colony—a “Rome away from Rome.”
 They were afforded rights that non-citizens did not share. It was something the Philippians were very proud of.  

In the same sense, the people of God are a colony of heaven on earth. We look forward to what we will be someday. Wiersbe entitles his chapter on this text, “Living in the Future Tense.”
 John Phillips adds, 

Right now we are pilgrims and strangers in a foreign land. This world is not our final home. We are here as Heaven’s ambassadors. Every night we pitch our tent a day’s march nearer home. We are never to forget even for a moment where our citizenship lies. The thought of that fair land and its all-glorious King will influence our dress and our deportment. It will help determine what we say, where we go, how we behave, what pleasures we permit, how we invest our talent, what we do with our money, how we treat other people, and the amount of time we spend in worship, service, Bible study, and prayer.

Isn’t that a great thought? “Our citizenship is in heaven.” But let’s never forget that our involvements are on earth.
 D. L. Moody used to scold Christians for being “so heavenly minded they were no earthly good,” and that exhortation still needs to be heeded. Christians have a dual citizenship—on earth and in heaven—and our citizenship in heaven ought to make us better people here on earth.

We have come to the end of Philippians chapter three, but not the end of Paul’s train of thought! I believe Philippians 4:1 should be included in this study: “Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!” In other words, “This is how you should cope with detractors—those who try to change the gospel into either legalism or license.” How do we do that?

· By seeing them for who they really are

· By seeing us for who we really are

· By seeing us for who we will be

Stand firm not on what you do but on what Jesus has done. Stand firm when some tell you that faith in Christ is not enough. Stand firm when others tell you that the grace of God means you can sin all you want and ask forgiveness later. Stand firm on what God says, not on what men might teach or even how you might feel. Someone once said, “If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything.” That’s true! Make sure you are standing on the truth of God’s Word.
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