
 
 

PHILIPPIANS CHAPTER 3 

Philippians 3:2-3 – Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of the 
false circumcision; for we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of 
God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh.  

Second Half Theme Verse 
Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 
loving, whatever is reputable, if there is any virtue and if there any commendation, dwell on these things. 
Whatever you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, do these things, and the God of peace 
will be with you. 

Philippians 4:8-9 – Literal Translation 
Chapter 3 Overview (3:2-4:1) 

For such an encouraging and joyous letter, this takes an unusual turn in both a warning and harsh criticism 
of those who work contrary to the cross of Christ; they are enemies of the cross. 

Paul takes a direct refutation of evil workers in verses 2-3, 15, and 18-19.  

• Paul contrasts himself with those who walk contrary to the gospel.  
• First, he establishes his own pedigree and righteousness according to the Law. 
• Then, he dismisses these accolades as loss in comparison to knowing Jesus Christ. 
• Paul then concludes with a challenge to follow his example and others like him.  

Questions that arise from this text: 

• What does it mean that “we are the true circumcision?” 
• Can Paul have confidence in the flesh but only chooses not to have confidence in the flesh? 
• Are those who walk as enemies of the cross of Christ Christians? 

Beware the Dogs (3:2-3) 
These two verses need some translational explanation. In doing so, the difference between false and true 
circumcision should be made clear. 
The word translated beware is “βλέπω blepō.” It is the word for to see, watch, look, or consider. In this text, 
the idea is to watch carefully. “Beware” is a warning with awareness. The idea of beware in our culture is 
more “stay away.” But in this text, the idea is not avoidance but awareness and properly dealing with the 
threat. It is in the present active imperative; this indicates the action is perpetual. 
The admonition focuses on three groups –  
Dogs – The use of dog in referring to people is probably more egregious than we take it now. Dogs, in the 
ancient world, were ravenous, unclean, and not fit for anything (Deuteronomy 23:18; 1 Kings 22:38; Mark 
7:27-28; 2 Peter 2:22; Revelation 22:15). They were scavengers who ate anything they could find. In 
biblical culture, a dog is impure, unclean, and morally wretched. 
Evil workers – κακοὺς ἐργάτας (evil laborer) – The word for worker (laborer) is “ἐργάτης ergatēs.” The way 
that this is set up is “article adjective noun.” This indicates that the adjective evil is describing an attribute of 
the noun. This is opposed to a predicate adjective (The workers are evil).  

Typically, in the New Testament, the word for workers “ἐργάτης ergatēs” is positive. Without any type 
of adjective, the idea of someone working (in the field, in the ministry) is seen as good and helpful 
(Luke 10:2; 1 Timothy 5:18; 2 Timothy 2:15). 
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But when an adjective or a descriptor is used, it is almost always negative (Luke 13:27; 2 Corinthians 
11:13). Paul uses the verb “ἐργάζομαι ergazomai,” but the idea of working evil is not present in the 
Pauline Epistles. 
The adjective “κακοῦργος kakourgos” is translated criminal and is used four times (2 Timothy 2:9). 
The noun “ἔργον ergon” is used with “κακός kakos” in the context two times (Romans 13:3; 2 Timothy 
4:14).  

The false circumcision – “κατατομή katatomē” – This is the only use of this word in the New Testament. 
The word for circumcision is “περιτομή peritomē.” We can see that the root word “tomno” is used with a 
different preposition in composition with the word. 

The preposition “kata” means down. When in composition, the word can indicate opposition or 
intensity.  The use of the word in ancient Greek is “incision” or the “cutting up” of meat. 
The reason that this word is translated “false circumcision” is because the word “peritomē” is used in 
contrast in verse 3. But what does this mean? Here are some choices to consider: 

1. This is being used for unbelieving Jews and therefore makes their outward circumcision of no 
effect; they mutilated themselves for no reason. The warning is against those unbelieving Jews 
who are trying to win over Christians into Judaism. 

a. Paul often warns against the circumcision (the Jews) 
b. But Paul never calls Jews (κατατομή katatomē) 

2. Cutting oneself was a practice of some devotees in other religions 
a. A warning against false religions that promote cutting  
b. A warning against false forms of worship that involved cutting 

3. Gentile believers who have fallen into legalism (circumcision and following the Law) 

In looking at the intricacies of these words, it is tough to determine if this is a warning against unsaved 
infiltrators or against those who are saved but have gone astray having fallen for various lies. 

Verse 3 creates the contrast: 
For we are the circumcision – the word true is interpretive just as false circumcision was above. As stated, 
the word for circumcision is typical; “περιτομή peritomē” means to cut around. Most of the uses of this 
word are by Paul, and nearly all of them refer to the literal sense, while some of them are used 
metaphorically for the Jews (Acts 10:45; Galatians 2:7; Colossians 4:11; Titus 1:10). 

Colossians 2:11-14 – The circumcision of Christ is not with hands; it was provided by the cross and 
enacted upon the individual the moment one believes. 
Ephesians 2:11-15 – Literal translation “wherefore, remember that you once in the flesh, the ones being 
called uncircumcision by the ones being called circumcision in (the) flesh made by hands.” 

This verse establishes that both the circumcision and the uncircumcision are joined into one new 
man; the enmity that was based upon the Law has been abolished. 

Galatians 5:1-4; 6:12-16 – Gentiles who receive circumcision (for the sake of the Law) are severed from 
Christ. They have fallen from grace, seeking to establish righteousness (for their life) by means of 
outward function in their flesh. 

Those who wish to have Gentiles believers become circumcised and thus follow the Law are seeking 
to not be persecuted. Those who are deceiving these Gentile believers can be believers; although 
some are not (Acts 15:5). The outward appearances and outward rule-keeping are the ways of men. 
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Philippians is unique in the fact that Paul calls us (himself and the audience) the circumcision. But we must 
keep this in context and find out what Paul means here. We can discover this by looking at the three 
participles in verse 3: 

• The ones serving God in spirit 
• The ones boasting in Christ Jesus 
• The ones having no confidence in the flesh 

These three participles are articular and descriptive of the individuals making up the group. This is who 
they are; they are the circumcision. We must be careful not to assign position with God using these 
terms, but through Jesus Christ, this is now their designation.  

We are the circumcision (true should me marked out) indicates the designation of the believer. This is not 
outward but inward; this is not seen nor felt. The reason we know it has occurred is because of the word of 
God. Being circumcised spiritually means that we have been set apart and are part of this new creation, the 
new administration where nationality makes no difference, the church. 

Conclusion 
Who is the problem? Who is Paul warning against? Is this one group or three different groups? I am not 
100% confident of the answer. On one hand, we have those who say it is one group, and dogs and evil 
workers are manifested in this strange cutting word (κατατομή katatomē). On the other hand, each word can 
be indicative of three different groups with dogs being immoral, evil workers functioning against truth, and 
the “katatomē” referring to some form of legalism. 
Since the contrast is that of us being the circumcision and Paul demonstrating his ability to put confidence in 
the flesh, the conclusion is most likely that of the problem with legalism and confidence in the flesh. 
Since the terms used are descriptive and not verbs, I find it difficult to say that these are saved, wayward 
believers. Calling believers dogs, evil workers, and "katatomē” is not within Paul’s vocabulary and I am 
convinced (for now) that these are not believers. 
Because the word “κατατομή katatomē” is never used for Jews, I am persuaded that this is referring to 
Gentiles who have fallen for a false sense of righteousness demonstrated in cuttings. This might refer to 
circumcision, but this may also refer to a form of worship (servings) that is demonstrated in self-flagellation. 
Paul’s description and our understanding must not be conflated with determining one’s position with God. 
What we evaluate is the message. Is the message consistent with grace? Paul’s emphasis here is that 
confidence in the flesh is evil and must be disregarded as a means of righteousness, initially or perpetually. 
This is stated clearly in verse 9 (Philippians 3:9).    
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Philippians 3:4-8 – …although I myself might have confidence even in the flesh. If 
anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more: circumcised the 
eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; 
as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the 
righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. But whatever things were gain 
to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. More than that, I 
count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus 
my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but 
rubbish so that I may gain Christ,  

Second Half Theme Verse 

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 
loving, whatever is reputable, if there is any virtue and if there any commendation, dwell on these things. 
Whatever you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, do these things, and the God of peace 
will be with you. 

Philippians 4:8-9 – Literal Translation 

Chapter 3 Overview (3:2-4:1) 

For such an encouraging and joyous letter, this takes an unusual turn with both a warning and harsh 
criticism of those who work contrary to the cross of Christ, they are enemies of the cross. 

Paul takes a direct refutation of evil workers in verses 2-3, 15, and 18-19.  

• Paul contrasts himself with those who walk contrary to the gospel.  
• First, he establishes his own pedigree and righteousness according to the Law. 
• Then, he dismisses these accolades as loss in comparison to knowing Jesus Christ. 
• Paul then concludes with a challenge to follow his example and others like him.  

Questions that arise from this text: 

• What does it mean that “we are the true circumcision?” *Answered last hour 
• Can Paul have confidence in the flesh but only chooses not to have confidence in the flesh? 
• Are those who walk as enemies of the cross of Christ Christians? 

I Far More (3:4-6) 

In order to combat a potential problem, Paul first establishes his own pedigree. The Gentiles in Philippi that 
are of the “κατατομή katatomē” believe themselves to be righteous because of their efforts in the flesh. Paul 
says, “Oh really, let me show you what righteousness in the flesh would look like.” 

Apart from Christ, there are two examples that are used for righteousness according to the flesh, one from 
the Old Testament and one from the New Testament: Abraham and Paul. 
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James 2:21-22; Romans 4:1-2 – Was Abraham justified by works? Absolutely, but not before God. No Jew 
would ever say that his own righteousness would even compare to the righteousness of Abraham in 
comparison to the works. 

Paul, furthermore, is the ideal Jew during his day.  

Paul’s Pedigree: 

1. Circumcised the eighth day 
a. Genesis 17:12 
b. Leviticus 12:3 
c. One of the most important designations of a Jew is the fact of circumcision (Genesis 17:14) 
d. Not only is one to be circumcised, but having it done on the eighth day after birth according 

to one of the first instructions to Abraham for future generations to follow is not only a sign 
of your own dedication but the fact that your parents were dedicated Jews. 

e. This speaks to generational Judaism. 
f. Paul establishes his religious credentials. 

2. From the nation of Israel of the tribe of Benjamin 
a. Being Jewish could mean that you are a proselyte. Even having been circumcised on the 

eighth day could mean a generation devoutness to the Law, but it does not mean that one is 
an Israelite.  

b. Benjamin is one of the two favored sons of Jacob. 
c. This tribe did not revolt against God in the revolt with Jeroboam against Rehoboam, the son 

of Solomon (1 Kings 12:21). 
d. In Ezra and Nehemiah, only the tribes of Judah, Benjamin, and Levi were named.    
e. Here, Paul establishes his nationalistic credentials. 

3. Hebrew of Hebrews 
a. This may be in contrast to the Hellenists. The Hellenists and the native Hebrew speakers 

were constantly in friction, even in the church (Acts 6:1). 
b. Hebrew is taught only within the strictest households of the Jews, and this probably indicates 

that Paul was raised in Judea (Acts 22:1-3). 
c. This may have been an idiom expressing the most superlative of degrees. This would mean 

that he was a Hebrew by both his parents, with no Gentile blood; not one of his father’s 
fathers had been a proselyte. Paul was entitled to all the advantages that could be derived 
from it. 

d. Paul establishes his Hebrew credentials.  
4. According to the Law, a Pharisee  

a. The Hebrew word means a separatist. They separated themselves from the normal religious 
sects. 

b. Pharisees were noted for being the most meticulous observers of the Law.  
c. He had multiple degrees from the most prestigious seminary. 
d. Not only was he a Pharisee, but he also came from a line of Pharisees (Acts: 23:6). 
e. The Pharisees were not only religious leaders, but they were also leaders politically as well.  
f. Not only did he adhere to the Law, but he also taught it and judged according to it. 
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g. Like Moses, Paul left a life of prestige, privilege, and authority to permit God to be 
emphasized and glorified. 

h. Paul establishes his education and political credentials. 
5. According to zeal, a persecutor of the church  

a. Zeal is the word “ζῆλος zēlos.” 
b. Paul expresses zeal for the church (Colossians 4:13; 2 Corinthians 11:2). 
c. Zeal for God and His righteousness was an attribute of the godly man in the Hebrew 

Scripture (Psalm 69:9; 119:137-140). 
d. Zeal in the Hebrew Scripture leads to the zealot to avenge God when a fellow Israelite falls 

into idolatry, immorality, and other evils (Numbers 25:7-12; 2 Kings 10:16-17). 
e. Because of these examples of zeal and how zeal was an attribute of the godly, even of the 

Messiah, Paul believed that quickly destroying a threat to Judaism was not only the prudent 
thing to do, it was the godly thing to do. 

f. Paul establishes his zeal for God.   
6. According to the righteousness, which is in the Law, having become blameless 

a. As previously established, justification through the Law is possible. This would mean that 
Paul’s emphasis to follow the Law would consume him every moment of every day. 

b. Blameless means that one cannot be criticized; one cannot be even accused of anything. 
c. We saw this word back in Philippians 2:15 where it is a positive behavioral witness. 
d. Remember that this blamelessness is not before God (Romans 4:2). 
e. The righteousness of God cannot be established by the Law or by any merit-based system 

(Romans 3:21; Romans 4:5; Galatians 2:21; Philippians 3:9; Titus 3:5). 
f. The righteousness of God must be provided as a gift or it is forfeited (Romans 4:13-14). 

These six pedigrees describe one of the most prolific Jews in history. On his own, there is not a person that 
would deny how godly and how dedicated Paul was, and how on every scale would have been seen as not only 
heaven-bound but one that will be right up there with Abraham and Moses. 

But all of this pedigree, this effort, and this zeal was according to Law and not according to the righteousness of 
God (Romans 10:1-3). Paul realized that not only his position with God was by grace through faith, but also his 
life was governed by the righteousness of God which is also by grace through faith. 


