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Just Add Nothing 
Philippians 3:1-11 

 
 

How do you know you're acceptable to God? Is it because of something you've done, or because of 
what Jesus has done? Philippians 3 urges us to stand firm in the truth that we are right before God 
only through Jesus. 

 
We have a deep desire to categorize people into “in” and “out” and we make up criteria to do that. We want to 
know who is approved by other people and who isn’t.  
 
Historical Context: Old Testament Jews faced a similar question but on a more significant scale. Who was 
approved by God, who was a part of God’s “in crowd,” so to speak? Traditionally, the answer was that those 
who kept the Law were approved – circumcised, preferably from Israel, strict law-keepers. On that basis they 
decided whether they could hang out with you or not.  
 
When Jesus arrived on the scene, the picture shifted. For those who believed He was the Messiah for the whole 
world, the question became, “What about the Law? Is the Law still a means to determine who is “in” and who is 
“out”? Some insisted that Christians still needed to obey the Law, Jew or Gentile. If they didn’t, they were 
second class Christians (if Christians at all).  
 
Text: Paul argues, in this passage and throughout his writings, that their reasoning is incorrect. The Law and 
circumcision only existed to draw people to Jesus and to mark boundaries until He came. Now, Jesus fulfilled it 
and removed its requirements from our shoulders. The mark of the “in” or “out” person is the Holy Spirit.  
 
Context:  Argument of Philippians to this point: nothing is worth your time and energy like the Gospel. Even in 
suffering and trials, we are to focus on knowing it, representing it, proclaiming it.  
 
These people were facing pressure and temptation to turn from the Gospel and seek the Law again, probably in 
an attempt to be accepted by Jewish groups. Paul says that real joy and real righteousness comes from your 
relationship with Jesus. The righteousness that He gives actually surpasses the Law or our own efforts to know 
and serve God.   
 
Need: On what basis do you consider yourself “OK” before God and others? On what basis do you practically 
determine whether you are good or bad, right or wrong? On the basis of what you do, or on the basis of what 
Jesus has done?  
 
If you are a Christian, do you daily look to Jesus for your righteousness and standing before God and rely on His 
Spirit to provide you with practical righteousness? Or are you running around trying to prove how good and 
upright you are apart from Jesus? (Bible study, prayer, church activity, serving others, generosity, leadership).   
 
Not only to go to heaven, but in an ongoing sense. Salvation is by grace from beginning to end. Now and for 
eternity, your standing before God is determined by your identification with Jesus Christ. Paul begins that 
argument by talking about self-righteousness: 
 
 
 



I. God Doesn’t Accept Us Because of Our Works (1-6).  
 
Paul begins by saying that they should rejoice – not because they follow the Law, but because they know Jesus. 
That joy comes from a settled sense of acceptance.  
 
Our standing in Jesus Christ leads to real and secure joy because it’s not based on Law-keeping and fickle 
obedience.  
 
Paul has told them these things before – it’s so important to him that he says it again.  
 
He begins with a series of “watch out” warnings – 3 times – watch out, watch out, watch out! They are “dogs” 
(Jewish background of the term refers to Gentiles), “evil workers” – they encourage works of the Law but are 
really doing evil, “mutilators of the flesh” – play on the word for circumcision. These people are twisting what 
God intends and encouraging Law-keeping in addition to serving Christ.  
 
Circumcision was a mark of God’s people in the OT. It represented that you were of the “seed” of Abraham. But 
it was just an external ritual. External rituals do not determine if you’re really connected to God.  
 
Instead, the true circumcision is worshipping God through Jesus’ sacrifice and through the Holy Spirit.  
 
Cutting my flesh doesn’t really make me an heir of God’s promises. In fact, if I trust in that I might miss the 
actual point – that it’s through Jesus that we receive eternal life, participation in God’s future kingdom, and life 
now through the Spirit. So Paul is adamantly against anybody believing that circumcision or external ritual or 
religion is necessary for eternal life and favor with God.  
 
Paul details his pedigree, just to make it clear that he doesn’t rely on it. Two main divisions – his background and 
his works.  
 

“Circumcised the eighth day” (Lev 12:3) – in keeping with the Law.  
“Of the nation of Israel” – his parents were both Jews, he was a pure-bred heir of the covenant.  
“Of the tribe of Benjamin” – The temple was in Benjamin’s jurisdiction, and King Saul was from the tribe.  
“A Hebrew of Hebrews” – His parents spoke Hebrews, not Greek. He learned Hebrew and Aramaic as a 

young boy.  
 
What is your pedigree/background? Grew up in the Bible belt, went to church as a baby, Christian parents 
 
For some, it’s not your background but your works that you count on. Paul addresses that also:  

“Pharisee” – Paul was the cream of the crop in terms of obedience to the Law. Pharisees had codified the 
Law and obeyed it scrupulously.  

“persecutor” – He believed that Jesus  and His followers were trying to undermine the Law and blaspheme 
against God, so He persecuted them.  

“Blameless according to the Law” – nobody could charge Paul with law-breaking.  
 
What is your pedigree? -How well you know the Bible, You come to church every week, You have a quiet time 
every day. You don’t drink or take drugs, you go on mission trips. You build wells in Africa and support poor 
children. You’ve been married once and you’re kind of nice to your kids, you’re out of debt and are a good saver.  
 
Paul says those things do not provide you favor before God in the sense of being accepted by Him or loved by 
Him. They are meant to be results of the Spirit’s work in your life. They are not meant to be a standard by which 
you measure others, either. So what is the standard? 
 



II. God Accepts Us Because of Jesus (7-11).  
 
Paul says that his pedigree, which seemed so valuable before, is now actually in the “loss” column.  
 
That’s what Paul says about all of this stuff. In Jewish culture it had value, but before God it’s actually a loss 
because it distracts from the source of true righteousness.  
 
He’s counted His past achievements as loss in view of surpassing value of knowing Jesus! This is a deep, intimate 
knowledge of Jesus that takes the place of and surpasses his pedigree.  
 
This is a shocking statement: He considers it all “rubbish, dung” compared to knowing Jesus. All of his life’s work 
pales in comparison to finding right standing before God in Jesus Christ.  
 
Illustration: Hidden pearl in the field parable (Mt 13:44). What if you found millions of dollars of oil, but you had 
to turn in your life’s savings to buy the land? It would be worth it, right?  
 
That’s how Paul feels about his accomplishments compared to the value of Christ. It holds no value. Why?  
 
Because in Jesus we have true righteousness, which means right standing before God. It means that God 
declares that we have met our obligations to Him – sin is no longer in the way, death no longer holds us forever. 
Why? Because of Christ’s faithfulness (death and resurrection to overcome sin and death). We receive it through 
trusting Him, and we continue to become righteous day after day through trusting in and depending on His 
Spirit. 
 

Romans 8:10-13 
If Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of sin, yet the spirit is alive because of righteousness. But if 
the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will 
also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you.  
So then, brethren, we are under obligation, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh - for if you are living 
according to the flesh you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will 
live.  

 
What Paul is saying is that His life’s work was of no value in comparison to the real value of Christ, and when He 
stands before Jesus, He wants real value.  
 
Fool’s gold (your own righteousness) won’t help you on the day you stand before God, but Jesus’s righteousness 
given to you will be sufficient and more than sufficient.  
 
The ultimate goal is (1) practical righteousness – to know Him and fellowship of His sufferings and the power of 
His resurrection in our lives here and now and (2) future resurrection. Paul doesn’t doubt that he will be 
resurrected, it’s just a question of when and how. In some mysterious way, God will apply Jesus’ righteousness 
to me, and resurrect me as Jesus was resurrected.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Ultimately, Paul is saying that if you want to be “in,” approved by God, it requires Jesus’ righteousness. Not your 
own. Nothing you do adds to His approval of you. As a result, focus your attention and your energy on knowing 
Jesus and pursuing Him.  
 
Application – First, do you know Him and trust in Him for eternal life?  
 



Second, what is your basis for determining if God approves of you? What do you trust in on an ongoing basis? 
Your works? Your religious activities? Or your relationship with Jesus. Might be the same activities with different 
motivations and power. One is humility, recognizing that you bring nothing but need to Jesus.  
 
Ask, then, if you need to shave off some activities. Why are you doing them? Do you need to focus more on 
knowing Jesus? On serving Him?  
 


