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Text 
Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and 

it is a safeguard for you. 
2 
Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh. 

3 

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. 

 

Introduction 
 For thousands of years people thought that the moon, the sun, the planets, and the 

stars all revolved around the earth.  This was called the Ptolemaic system, named after a 

Greek mathematician and astronomer named Ptolemy.  It was actually a pretty good 

system.  It could foretell the hours of sunrise and sunset.  It could chart the alteration of 

the heavens.  It provided a plausible explanation of things and helped make sense of the 

world.  It sort of worked, but there was always something a bit off; it was not always 

accurate, particularly in charting the position of the planets. 

After years of trying to make things fit into this model, the Ptolemaic system 

eventually broke down.  New discoveries, such as Newton’s theories of gravity, didn’t 

quite square with this system.  And along came a guy named Copernicus in the 16
th

 

century who is the scientist generally credited with devising a system that placed the sun 

at the center of our solar system.  And once we understood that, everything else fell into 

place, because it was true.  Geocentric (earth-centered) vs. heliocentric (sun-centered). 

 I want to suggest today that most of the human race needs to undergo a 

Copernican revolution of their souls.  Most people live and operate under a system that 

sees humanity at the center of the metaphorical universe.  They see everything as 

revolving around us.  And so they live and think and work as if that were the case; as if 

the goal of human civilization is human betterment; as if the answers to all the world’s 

problems lie deep within the human soul; as if everything exists to serve us, including (if 

your system includes him at all) God. 

 And it kind of makes sense.  This humanistic model seems intuitive and life 

appears to go well when viewed from this vantage point.  It’s nice to think that you’re 

important and full of potential and have certain rights.  Enlightened self-interest seems to 

work pretty well in international relations.  Psychological terms like self-esteem and self-

help sound kind of good and actually provide a good amount of success at coping with 

life.  And after all, the Renaissance and the Enlightenment which posited no end to 
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human achievement has produced such wonderful things as airplanes, vaccines, and 

computers! 

But you see, such an understanding is wrong.  It will seem to work for some 

things, but something will always be not quite right, just a little off.  Something will 

always be missing in your life if you view reality this way.  On the surface all may seem 

to be going well, but underneath there will be a constant tinge of disappointment, of 

frustration – a lack of true joy.  But once you recognize that God is at the center of 

everything, that “from him and through him and to him are all things” (Rom. 11:36), then 

everything else falls into perfect place and life begins to click and happiness begins to 

appear.  Until you realize that, something will always be off in your life.  Anthropocentric 

(Man-centered) vs. Theocentric (God-centered).  Which system are you living under?
1
 

It is a question we all need to ask ourselves, because there is much that passes for 

Christian theology that is deeply Man-centered and flawed.  Today as we look at the first 

3 verses of chapter 3 in Philippians we’ll see Paul warning us against the equivalent of 

the Ptolemaic system in theology.  In short what we’ll see from today’s passage is just 

this: true joy is found in recognizing that God is at the center of reality and not you. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Rejoice! 
 We’ve been talking a lot in this book about dying to ourselves… being poured out 

for the sake of other people and let’s be honest – that sounds a bit draining, doesn’t it?  

How do we keep doing that?  How can we live that kind of lifestyle?  Well Paul tells us 

in v. 1.  As we pour ourselves out for others there is an infinite, self-replenishing fountain 

that we are invited to allow to pour into us… and that is God.  We don’t have the strength 

in ourselves to love like Paul or humble ourselves like Christ or constantly look out for 

other people’s interests like Timothy or risk our lives for others like Epaphroditus.  That 

kind of stuff doesn’t naturally reside deep within us.  We can only pour out what’s been 

poured in and as we do, somewhere, somehow, Someone needs to pour something back 

into us.  Paul enjoins his brothers in Philippi to find that in God.  He says, “Rejoice in the 

Lord” (v. 1).  Be refreshed, restored, replenished, rejuvenated, refilled, revitalized, 

renewed by God!  Be delighted.  Be filled with God’s joy. 

 The picture we get in the Bible of the Christian life is not one of a dry, tedious 

task of mustering up the energy to do good.  It’s not about sucking it up and performing 

your duties.  It’s not miserable drudgery.  Make no mistake – Christianity is about joy.  

That’s what we’re talking about – what will give you deep, inner happiness.  To some of 

you this may be new, but I know a lot of you have heard this idea before, but I ask you – 

“When is the last time you felt joy at the thought of God; not fear or guilt or apathy or 

exhaustion, but joy?”  Paul tells the Philippians to rejoice in the Lord.  A little later in 

chapter 4 we’ll see Paul saying, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice” 

(4:4)!  And this isn’t an isolated instance in the Bible.  Joy is a theme throughout, 

particularly in the Psalms: 

 

“Rejoice in the Lord and be glad, you righteous; sing, all you who are upright in 

heart” (Ps. 32:11)! 
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“Then my soul will rejoice in the Lord and delight in his salvation.  My whole 

being will exclaim, ‘Who is like you, O Lord?’” (Ps. 35:9-10). 

 

“Let the righteous rejoice in the Lord and take refuge in him; let all the upright in 

heart praise him” (Ps. 64:10)! 

 

“Rejoice in the Lord, you who are righteous, and praise his holy name” (Ps. 

97:12). 

 

“I will sing to the Lord all my life; I will sing praise to my God as long as I live.  

May my meditation be pleasing to him, as I rejoice in the Lord” (Ps. 104:33-34). 

 

“Glory in his holy name; let the hearts of those who seek the Lord rejoice” (Ps. 

105:3). 

 

“Be glad, O people of Zion, rejoice in the Lord your God” (Joel 2:23). 

 

Rejoicing seems to go hand in hand with the Lord.  This whole business of 

Christianity appears to be a joyful thing.  Or at least it’s supposed to be.  Get this: in 

Deuteronomy 28 we see that if God’s people don’t “serve the Lord [their] God joyfully 

and gladly in the time of prosperity” (v. 47) then “in hunger and thirst, in nakedness and 

dire poverty, [they] will serve the enemies the Lord sends against [them]” (v. 48).  

Joylessness has no place in Christianity.  So let me be real clear again: Christianity is 

offering you joy.  It claims to be the system that provides ultimate joy, that makes sense 

out of reality. 

 

In God! 
Now let’s dig deeper.  Paul invites the Philippians to rejoice.  Rejoice in what?  

Rejoice in the Lord.  Paul is basically saying this, “Find your joy in the Lord.”  If I 

understand this correctly, the Bible seems to be inviting me to find happiness, delight, 

pleasure, whatever you want to call it – a positive emotional feeling – in God.  This is an 

invitation to come and gorge myself on the bounteous feast that is God.  To slake my 

thirst on the fountain of fresh water that is the Lord.  In Jeremiah 2:13 God compares 

himself with a spring of living water and likens all other sources of satisfaction to be like 

broken and empty cisterns.  In Isaiah 55:1-2 we read – “Come, all you who are thirsty, 

come to the waters; and you who have no money, come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine 

and milk without money and without cost.  Why spend money on what is not bread, and 

your labor on what does not satisfy?  Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your 

soul will delight in the richest of fare.”  God himself is that banquet. 

Christianity holds that joy is to be found ultimately in God.  You can’t muster it 

up on your own from deep within.  What you can accomplish and do won’t make you 

truly happy.  You won’t find it in other things apart from God.  God is the only true 

source of authentic, lasting joy.  The Bible says that if you want joy, the place where it 

can be found is in God.  God is saying, “If you want joy, it can be yours in abundance but 

you have to come to me.” 
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 But wait a second.  Isn’t this a bit presumptuous of God, a bit arrogant, a bit self-

centered, to say that we have to come to him to find joy, that he is the source of all that is 

good and the supreme delight for every human being?  No.  It isn’t.  Because he’s God!  

And here we find our problem.  We are resistant to the idea of ordering our lives around 

something else, especially God, because it means dethroning ourselves from the 

imaginary center of the universe. 

 

Watch Out! 
 Paul understands this.  And so he unpacks his admonition for the Philippians to 

find their joy in the Lord by repeating a warning that he must have given them several 

times before.  “It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it is a 

safeguard for you” (v. 1b).  Repetition is the key to good pedagogy.  If I’ve learned 

anything in the teaching ministry it’s that you can’t expect to just say something once and 

everyone will get it.  Some things deserve being repeated over and over again and this 

was one of them, it was such an important point.  What Paul was about to say he had 

probably said a thousand times, but the need for it never wore out.  Being reminded of it 

was a safeguard for them.  If you feel comfortable writing in your Bibles I want you to 

take your pen and put a dot above the period there at the end of v. 1. 

 “It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it is a safeguard 

for you [that is:] watch out…”  The warning in v. 2 is the safeguard mentioned in v. 1.  It 

is an alarm that Paul has evidently sounded many times before.  There’s something the 

Philippian church needs to beware of.  There’s a dangerous threat they need to be on their 

guard against because it’s so serious and yet so subtle.  Paul voices the warning with 

three imperatives: “watch out for those dogs, [watch out for] those men who do evil, 

[watch out for] those mutilators of the flesh” (v. 2). 

 Who is Paul talking about here?  He’s referring to a group of people within the 

first century church called the Judaizers.  Judaizing was a movement within the church 

that insisted that Christians must still practice certain OT, Jewish laws.  For example, the 

most prominent issue for the Judaizers was that Gentiles who became Christians were 

required to get circumcised as well in order to be saved.  Here was a group of people who 

had a hard time with grace.  They still wanted to be able to contribute something to their 

salvation.  They wanted to feel important and responsible and so they took great pride in 

their Jewishness and their law-keeping and their distinguishing mark of religiosity – their 

circumcision.  To be completely impotent to save themselves and forced to humbly bow 

before God for complete mercy was unbearable for them.  They couldn’t accept that this 

was the way things were. 

 But Paul has some harsh words here.  First he calls them dogs.  This isn’t so much 

a straight-up derogatory slur as it was a term which Jews in the first century used to 

describe Gentiles, that is those outside the people of God – heathens.  The Judaizers felt 

confident that they of all people were certainly special and Paul was saying, “Actually, by 

adding these human qualifications to salvation you yourselves are outside of salvation.  

Ironically, you’re like a heathen.” 

 Then he calls them “men who do evil.”  Literally it says, “Watch out for the evil 

workers.”  This is a play on the phrase “workers of the law.”  Paul turns the tables on 

them.  They claim to do the works of the law, but in reality they are working evil.  All 
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their law-keeping is really wickedness because it’s done in a prideful, boastful, sort of 

way. 

 Then thirdly he warns the Philippians to watch out for “those mutilators.”  He 

calls the Judaizers who were big on circumcision – mutilators.  In the Greek the words 

are very similar.  Peritomē means circumcision.  It’s the word Paul uses in v. 3.  

Katatomē means mutilation and that’s what he uses here.  They think they are doing 

something great and holy and righteous by being circumcised and forcing others to be 

circumcised, but Paul says that really it’s just like they’re engaging in pagan rituals of 

self-mutilation – the kind of stuff that would happen in ancient Greek temples.  It was a 

worthless, pagan ritual. 

 Do you understand the situation?  There was this group within the Christian 

community that was advocating a “Jesus + something we do” kind of spirituality.  They 

were insistent that they were somehow involved in their salvation – it was something they 

did, somebody they were.  They were propounding a theology that made much of man 

and his role in his salvation.  It refused to believe that it was all about God and his grace 

and nothing about them and how good they were. 

 This becomes even more clear in v. 3.  “For,” Paul says, “[they are actually dogs, 

workers of evil, and pagan mutilators because] it is we who are the circumcision.”  Even 

in the OT it wasn’t about being circumcised in the flesh but about being circumcised in 

your heart (cf. Lev. 2:41; Dt. 10:16; Jer. 4:4).  Paul says over in the book of Romans – “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” (Rom. 2:28-29).  So it’s not some 

outward ritual that matters, but an internal renovation of the heart. 

 Just as he had three descriptions of the Judaizers, Paul goes on in Philippians 3:3 

to describe in three ways what this inward circumcision looks like; what it means to truly 

be the redeemed people of God.  First, he says, “It is we who are the circumcision, we 

who worship by the Spirit of God” (v. 3).  Much of Jewish worship at this time (and 

consequently that of the Judaizers) was comprised of religious rituals used to make 

people feel good about themselves instead of genuinely being in awe and amazement at 

God.  In John chapter 4 Jesus is talking with a Samaritan woman about where the proper 

place was to worship God – in the temple at Jerusalem or Mt. Gerazim?  Jesus said it 

wasn’t really about a special place with special rules and special rites.  Real worship is 

not done by human rituals, but is done in Spirit and in truth. 

 Here Paul says something similar.  It’s not the people who pride themselves on 

worshipping a certain way who really get it, who go through all these outward motions 

that draw attention to themselves.  It’s those who worship in the Spirit of God, that is 

those who just have this intangible, inward, overwhelming sense that God is great and 

they are nothing compared to him.  It’s something the Spirit of God has to work in us to 

open our eyes to see that God is the glorious, blazing center of the universe who deserves 

all of our attention and praise and honor and worship. 

 Secondly, Paul says, “It is we who are the circumcision… [we] who glory in 

Christ Jesus.”  It’s those who recognize and freely admit that they have no glory in 

themselves, nothing to brag about except what Christ did on the Cross, no righteousness 

to boast in save Christ’s righteousness graciously credited their account.  The only thing 

they can glory in is Jesus.  The Bible says in several places, “Let him who boasts boast in 
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the Lord” (cf. Jer. 9:23ff; 1Cor. 1:31; 2Cor. 10:17).  Paul says in Galatians 6:14, “May I 

never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  True Christians don’t boast in 

their pedigree or morality or religiosity, they exult in Christ alone.  They revel in what 

Christ’s sacrifice achieved for them.  They have no other grounds for boasting. 

 Paul’s third description makes this even more explicit – “It is we who are the 

circumcision… [we] who put no confidence in the flesh” (v. 3).  Are you beginning to see 

the dichotomy that Paul is making?  There are those who make much of themselves and 

their status and abilities and achievements and then there are those who cover their 

mouths and fall on their faces before God and cling to the cross as their only hope and put 

no confidence in themselves.  It’s a Man-centered approach that trusts in the flesh, that 

thinks they are something special, that relies on their own strength, versus a God-centered 

understanding that realizes there is nothing inherently good in themselves, nothing that 

deserves anything but judgment and wrath and hell, but that Jesus has single-handedly 

secured their forgiveness and acceptance solely on account of his substitutionary death.  

These are two radically different perspectives. 

 True Christians put no confidence in themselves.  This idea of self-confidence is 

an unchallenged virtue in our culture today.  We are taught to believe in ourselves and 

assert ourselves and take control of our own destinies and make ourselves better people.  

But these are destructive lies.  Paul says, “Beware of joy-sucking Man-centeredness!”  

This will not work.  It will only suck you dry.  One of the shapes this Man-centeredness 

took in the first century was that of the Judaizers.  In today’s church it takes many 

different shapes, but it’s still rampant. 

 And the point is – it doesn’t ultimately work; you won’t find true joy if you live in 

an imaginary world where everything revolves around you.  It’s only once we recognize 

that God is the center of the universe, that it’s all about him and what he’s done, it’s only 

once we bow down to him and worship him and glory in the Cross that we will have joy.  

You see, it’s not egotistical for God to put himself at the center of the universe and call 

others to orient themselves around him.  It is the epitome of love. 

We have a skewed understanding of love.  It can be seen in our ideas of parenting.  

Our over-psychologized culture says that the goal of parenting is to boost your child’s 

self-esteem and the ideal parent is the one who makes his child believe that the world 

revolves around him.  But a truly loving parent will discipline his child and teach her that 

the world does not revolve around her.  Likewise, our loving heavenly Father disciplines 

us and weans us off our vain self-centeredness.  The most loving thing he can do as an 

infinite, glorious, beautiful, perfect being is to beckon us to abandon ourselves and get 

lost in him.  It would be the depths of hatred for God to withhold himself and suggest that 

we fix something or someone else at the center of our existence.  Are you with me? 

 

Application 
 I confess that this has all been very theoretical.  It’s kind of a heady/philosophical 

idea that we’re covering today.  But I want you to know that this is highly practical.  

Your eternal joy is at stake.  There are wildly popular strands of theology within the 

church today that you will encounter which are essentially Man-centered.  It fills 

churches and sells books and it sounds really good.  But watch out!  It may seem to make 

a lot of sense and make you feel good about yourself, but in the end it will rob you of 

your joy because the deepest source of joy is not found in yourself.  You won’t find it 
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there.  You will only be disappointed.  But God affectionately beckons us in the Bible to 

rejoice in him; to worship him and glory in him and put no stock in ourselves.  True joy 

is found in recognizing that God is at the center of reality and not you. 

 If you’re not a Christian and you’re here to day I hope you sense the futility of 

keeping yourself at the center and feel the freedom of being lost in God’s grandeur and 

grace.  I pray that there’s a radical reorientation that’s beginning to happen in your life 

and that you experience the joy that can only be found in God. 

But if you’re a Christian and you’re here today this message is just as relevant.  

It’s just as imperative that you be on the look out for subtle variations of Man-

centeredness that can so easily creep in to our lives.  You hear it in cable television 

preachers who promise you that God is here to bless you; that God is a tool to make you 

happy in things other than God himself – fleeting things like health and wealth.  You 

have to be able to identify those messages for what they are.  You also will here it in 

more sophisticated forms that downplay sin and human depravity and exalt God’s love, 

but it’s not a love that’s so strong it sends Christ to propitiate just wrath towards sin.  It’s 

subtle, but if you begin for a moment to take your eyes off of Jesus and look at yourself 

with approval you are in dangerous territory. 

Church is not some self-help group or therapy session where we learn how to love 

ourselves.  It’s a recovery group for people who are destructively addicted to themselves 

and learning to look to God for everything. 

It’s so easy to forget this, that’s why Paul felt the need to remind the Philippians 

and that’s why we can never hear it too much.  I’ve used this analogy before, but I have 

no problem using it again.  In fact, if there can only be one thing that you remember from 

me 50 years down the road it’s this analogy.  I think the key to everything is found in the 

difference between cat theology and dog theology.  Who here has ever had a cat or a dog?  

If you haven’t talk to someone afterwards who has and this will make more sense. 

Cat theology says, “My master loves me and cares for me.  He feeds me and 

waters me and changes my litter box… I must be great!”  Dog theology says, “Wow!  My 

master loves me and cares for me.  He feeds me and waters me and takes me for walks… 

he must be great!”  Those are two utterly different approaches to life.  Dogs in v. 2 are 

negative, but in this sense I pray that you all are dogs.  God is great!  He is the center.  

Our proper and fitting response is to worship him and in so doing to find our deepest 

delight. 

 

Conclusion 
As we move into a time of self-reflection and preparation for eating the Lord’s 

Table together we are called to put ourselves in the position of recipient of God’s grace.  

Here at the Lord’s Table we find the greatest cure for our Man-centeredness and the 

greatest reminder of the centrality of God.  We come with repentance.  We come needy.  

We come and receive God’s grace and recognize that we contribute nothing to our 

salvation except the sin from which we need to be saved.  We don’t prop ourselves up 

with anything of our own, but simply come and receive forgiveness because of God’s act 

of taking on flesh and blood and then having that flesh broken and blood spilled to pay 

for our sins.  May you come and find joy in God as you eat of this meal. 
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Benediction 
May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him [and not in 

yourselves]. – Romans 15:13 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 4, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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