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INTRODUCTION

When I say the words ‘mature Christian’ what comes to mind?  Perhaps you automatically 
think of someone older, someone calm and unruffled, but few of us put the words mature 
and ambition, or mature and striving for perfection, maturity and a desire to suffer together.
We ordinarily do not associate maturity with those things we could easily associate with 
fanaticism.  In the portion that we will be looking at today Paul places these things together 
in his picture of mature Christianity.  Phil. 3:15 comes at the end of his description stating, 
‘Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God 
will reveal that also to you.’  Paul in this section has a list of things that the true believer is 
engaged in, and he tells us that it is the picture of the mature believer.  This will be our 
meditation today as we think about growing in the coming year.

In Philippians 3 Paul wants to talk about joy, v1, ‘Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord. To
write the same things to you is no trouble to me and is safe for you.’  But before he decides 
to talk about joy he interrupts his flow of thought to talk about two problems the Philippian 
church is facing, false teaching and division, and so he addresses these matters in 3:2-4:3 
before carrying on with his thoughts about joy.  The portion where Paul paints the picture of
the mature Christian comes in the section where he is addressing the problem of false 
teachers.  We will be focusing on 2-16.  We will run through the whole section  looking at it 
under four headings, firstly Paul talks about true perspectives in v2-3; then he talk about the
true righteousness in v4-9; then about true living in v10-11; and then true maturity in v12-
15.  

True perspectives

V2-3, ‘Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who mutilate the 
flesh.3 For we are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ 
Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh.’  We can tell by the way in which Paul warns the 
Philippians that the false teachers that were troubling them were Judaizers.  This is those 
who believed that in order to be truly saved one had to be circumcised and become a 
Jewish proselyte, a convert to Judaism.  They believed that only Israelites were the true 
people of God and the true worshippers.  Paul teaches the Philippians to think maturely 
about their confrontation with the false teachers and he does this by giving them the true 
perspectives on these false teachers and themselves.  V2 is a true view of the Judaizers, and
v3 is the true view on the believer.  

In v2 Paul makes a 3 pointed critique of these Jewish false teachers.  In the form of a 
warning he calls them dogs, evildoers and those who mutilate the flesh.  These are used 
ironically because these were the sorts of things the Jews would say of non-Jewish people.  
‘Dogs’ was the title given to Gentiles.  Dogs were seen as scavengers and therefore unclean 
animals.  It is a theologically loaded term more than a bald insult.  Paul is saying that these 
false teachers are not in the people of God and are themselves ‘dogs’.  ‘Evildoers’ is what 



the Jews thought of every other nation because they did not obey the law.  Paul is implying 
that by not believing in Jesus the Jews themselves have also become evildoers.  He also 
calls them ‘those who mutilate the flesh.’  This is not to say that Paul thought the OT 
practice of circumcision to be an evil practice.  Rather Paul is saying that since circumcision 
is no longer required, it is an empty act of mutilation to insist upon it.  

Paul also invites the Philippians to view themselves in the correct light.  He tells them 4 
things about themselves.  That ‘we are the circumcision,’ that we are the ones ‘who worship
by the Spirit of God,’ that we ‘glory in Christ Jesus,’ and ‘put no confidence in the flesh.’  
The Jews no longer have the true circumcision because we in the New Covenant have the 
circumcision without hands in the heart by the Spirit.  The Jews are no longer the ones who 
truly worship God because they have the temple, but only those whose hearts have been 
made a temple by the Holy Spirit.  The Jews do not have the Christ, the Messiah, but 
anyone who believes is the one who glories in the Christ Jesus.  But the main difference 
between the Jew who is relying on the OT law and the one who believes in Jesus for 
salvation is that they are placing their confidence in the flesh and their own ability to make 
themselves righteous.  

What is derailing you at the moment?  These Philippians were being tempted to leave Christ 
for Judaism, what is it that is making Christ look less, making you feel incomplete and 
making you feel that you need to forsake Christ to have?  Paul’s method of viewing that 
thing and ourselves correctly can be applied to any of these situations.  

Perhaps you are tempted by some sort of false religion.  Maybe it is the JWs, the occult or 
even the message of GV.  Apply Paul’s method.  See the thing in light of what it truly is, it is
a counterfeit, a reliance upon the flesh, and not a pure hold on the only one who can save 
us.  It is saying Jesus alone is not enough but you need the message and ceremonies that 
their particular brand of teaching says you need to have to get to heaven.  See yourself in a 
biblical light and see that you are a true believer if you have trusted in Christ and that you 
have all the righteousness, truth and holy instruction you need from Christ.  

Perhaps you are tempted by the godless moralism of our secular age.  You see people being
nice without Jesus.  They are good neighbours, friendly, positive, supportive, and yet they 
reject Christ.  What is the proper perspective to have of them?  Well, any good in them is 
from God, and because they are not utterly depraved they will still bear the image of God by
doing some good.  However, their good cannot remove or pay the price for their sins.  And 
true goodness is that which seeks to glorify God and selflessly for God-glorifying reasons 
seek another’s good.  Your own good deeds may seem feeble but they are done in Christ, 
they are done for God and so God finds them more acceptable.  

Perhaps you are tempted by the gender ambiguity message of the various media voices.  
How does the bible teach us to view them and ourselves.  We see their rejection of God’s 
norm for them, how they have assumed to themselves the sinful and foolish role of self-
defining.  They are blind and hurting themselves, they need our empathy but we cannot 
give them our endorsement.  We view ourselves as defined in our sexuality by God as male 
or female.  We interpret contrary desires not as natural but as sinful effects of the fall to be 
rejected not indulged.  

True righteousness

Next Paul talks to us about true righteousness.  Launching from the idea that Christians do 
not put their confidence in the flesh for their righteousness Paul compares the righteousness



he once put his confidence in as a Jew, the same righteousness the false teachers did.  And 
he compares this to the righteousness that he now has not by his own efforts, but by faith 
in Christ.  

V4-6 gives us the pedigree of Paul as a righteous Jew, ‘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.’  You could hardly find a better 
resume amongst the Jews.  Paul’s breeding was pure, he was circumcised on the eighth day
not as an adult, he was a teacher of the law, and so zealous for the cause he was party to 
murdering Christians, and upon that his lawkeeping as far as the traditions of the Pharisees 
was blameless.  He was the Jew of Jews.  If ever there was a Jew who could have got 
himself to heaven by his own efforts, it was Paul.  

V7, ‘But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.’  He gave it all up for 
Christ.  Paul is of course referring to his conversion on the Damascus road when Jesus 
appeared to him.  Paul left that law oriented, self-reliant, righteousness earning life behind 
him for Christ.  

V8, ‘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.’  What should strike you about this verse is the intimacy that
Paul expresses about Christ.  He speaks in terms of knowing Christ, and Christ being ‘my 
Lord.’  This is not the language of possession where Paul possesses Christ like he did the 
law.  No, Paul is in a saving relationship with Christ.  He counts this knowledge of Christ is 
to greater than any other thing in life, ‘I have suffered the loss of all things.’  Compared with
knowing Christ all other things are rubbish.  This does not mean that things are not good in 
themselves and gifts from God, but compared with Christ, if it is a choice between these 
things and Christ, they are rubbish.  

This reminds us of Matt. 13:44, ‘"The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, 
which a man found and covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and 
buys that field.’  The most striking word in this verse is the word ‘joy.’  This man who had 
discovered the greatest treasure could with joy endure the loss of all things because of it.  
This is the way Paul is speaking here in Phil. 3.  

Paul views Christ as a treasure chest in which all the greatest riches are found.  V9, ‘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.’  
When one believes in Christ, we do not merely receive Him but we are united to Him and 
are as Paul puts it ‘found in Him.’  We are joined as a body to the Head, as a bride to a 
husband, as a temple to its foundation stone.  And being in union with Him we receive 
tremendous benefits.  Paul lists the preeminent one in relation to the false teaching of the 
Judaizers.  When we are united with Christ we gain a righteousness not our own.  You will 
notice in this verse that Paul compares two kinds of righteousness.  There is the one that 
was his own, that came from the flesh, and from his efforts in keeping the law.  And then 
there is the righteousness that is from God, that is not our own, and that we receive not by 
keeping the law but by faith.  

One day when you stand before God for judgement and He judges you whose righteousness
will you be dressed in?  Will you be dressed in the righteousness that you have wrought by 



your own hands, or the one given as a free gift, when you believed?  Paul has given up the 
false religion of Judaism because it cannot save, only Christ and the righteousness in Him 
can.

True living  

V10-11, ‘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.’  It was this verse that drew me to this text.  What strikes me 
about it is the fact that Paul wants to know more of Christ.  He is not content to merely 
have gained Christ and righteousness in Him, but he also wants to know Him.  He is taken 
with the wonder and the beauty of Christ and wants more.  When we know who He is and 
what He has done, and what we have received from Him, is it any wonder?  Think on this.

Think on the fact that as a sinner we have been betrothed to Christ.  This is a marriage that 
I did not want and did not pursue and could not make happen.  I did not seek Him, but He 
sought me.  I have no dowry but what the father of lies has provided.  I have death to offer 
which needs life, that crimes and debts that need paying, stains and imperfections I cannot 
remove.  I bring with me festering wounds that need healing, and harmful and destructive 
habits and ways.  I come to this marriage with promises of unfaithfulness, ungratefulness, 
half-heartedness and lies.  Yet He will have me still.  And He brings the gifts of His 
generosity and grace to the marriage.  He gives me the Trinity to know in closest 
communion.  He gives me the incarnation where like a Prince Charming He endures terrible 
trials and foes to rescue His bride.  He gives me the cross where He literally endures the 
worst of all human suffering in my place.  He provides the wedding dress and dresses me in 
the garments of His own righteousness.  He adopts me into His family and grants me a 
portion in His share and inheritance.  By marriage I become royalty, and am redeemed from
slavery to freedom, worthlessness to fruitful service, from barrenness to many spiritual 
children, from destruction to flourishing.  And this is only to speak of what He does and 
what He gives and to say nothing of Jesus Himself.  To know Him is to want to know Him 
more.  Like David he wants to be a man after God.  

But there is more.  Paul wants to know the power of Christ’s resurrection.  We experience 
this when we are born again partaking in the resurrection power and life of Christ when we 
receive eternal life.  Paul wants to know the deep renovating work of Christ in sanctification 
as his old man is replaced with the new, as the fruits of sin are replaced with the fruits of 
the Spirit.  He wants to be closely conformed to the image of the Christ he loves.  He wants 
to know the power of Christ at work through him as he preaches to others.  

He wants to share in His sufferings.  Now this might strike you as odd, to desire to suffer.  
However, suffering in Christ is different from ordinary suffering.  By suffering for His name 
we are able to proclaim that value of Christ as greater to us than our very lives.  By 
enduring the hate the world has against Christ as we seek to preach the message of life to 
the world, we see may unbelievers converted to the glory of Christ.  Our suffering, our being
hated as Christ was hated is a sign of the authenticity of our faith.  But suffering is also seen
by Paul as the normal road all Christians walk.  And a road that ends in glory, Rom. 8:17, 
‘and if children, then heirs---heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer 
with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.’  We suffer as we fight indwelling 
sin, as we resist temptation from without and as we endure persecution in the world.  We 
suffer as we say no to self in order to selflessly serve others.  This is the path the naormal 
Christian life walks.



Just think on this life that Paul is living.  Fuelled by his love of Christ he is pursuing a deeper
knowledge, seeking a deeper experience of God’s saving grace, and gladly suffering in 
service of Christ.  How does this compare with the life you are pursuing this year?  Paul is a 
man of extreme and focused passions.  How does your year ahead look?  What are you 
aiming at?  This is the challenge that I feel as I start the new year.  

True maturity

V12-15, ‘Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make
it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.13 Brothers, I do not consider that I 
have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward 
to what lies ahead,14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus.15 Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think 
otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.’  

What is the difference between Paul’s true maturity and fanaticism?  Well firstly, Paul is not 
deluded in thinking that he can be perfect.  There are many false zealots who hold to 
perfectionist brands of teaching.  This is not Paul.  Paul knows that he will only be liberated 
from this body of death at death or when Christ comes again.  Both are gain, though Paul 
would prefer to be further clothed in the glorified body than unclothed as a disembodied 
spirit.  But this reality of not being perfect this side of eternity does not mean that he is 
fatalistic and lethargic or apathetic and does not exert himself.  We see very clearly that he 
is determined.  Verses 13-14 use the language of running in a race and give us a picture of 
a man determined to win gold who is sprinting to the finish line who does not slow down to 
turn around but focuses on the finish line.  True maturity lies between the extremes of over-
confident perfectionism and apathetic defeatism.  It is not deluded and thinks itself perfect 
but neither is it disillusioned and paralysed.  

Please notice in v12 what Paul does not say.  He does not say, ‘in order to earn resurrection 
I exert myself in suffering service.’  No, he says, ‘but I press on to make it my own, because
Christ Jesus has made me His own.’  Do you see it?  Paul does not believe that he merits a 
glorious future by being energetic, rather he is energetic because he is saved.  He exerts 
himself because he is already saved, not in order to be saved.  This too is a key to true 
maturity.  There is a lot of frenetic activity in those who believe that heaven depends on 
how good they are.  Think of the JWs who have to go door knocking in order to save 
themselves.  They are driven by fear not faith.  But the mature who knows that there is 
nothing that can separate us from the love of God, who know that there is no condemnation
for those who are in Christ Jesus, they are the ones who are free to serve as children from 
love and not as slaves.  

Here is the challenge I want to bring to us all from this text.  Are you truly mature?  Or have
you settled into some form of mediocrity?  Are you, because of the joy of knowing Christ in 
a constant and earnest pursuit of a deeper knowledge of Christ, a deeper experience of His 
power in your life, and have a greater willingness to suffer in service and resisting sin?  V15,
‘Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God 
will reveal that also to you.’                  

                 

    


