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THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL 
(Philippians 3:1-9  September 9, 2001) 

 
In 1997, an RS/6000 SP computer system nicknamed Deep Blue became the first 
computer to defeat a Grandmaster chess champion. Silicon Valley was beside itself. 
The world’s media had the story on front pages across the globe. Artificial Intelligence 
became a buzzword. 
 
But, here are several things we did not see in the hysteria that followed: 
 

• We did not see Deep Blue put in the back of a convertible and driven through 
Silicon Valley to a tickertape parade. 

 
• We did not see Bill Clinton invite Deep Blue to the White House for a 

congratulatory dinner. 
 
• We did not see Deep Blue sign a contract with Nike. 

 
Why? Because although Deep Blue won the match, we know that the very idea of a 
computer getting a tickertape parade is ludicrous. We understand that Deep Blue is 
merely a creation. It won because some brilliant minds at IBM designed it, 
programmed it and put it all together. 
 
If there was to be a tickertape parade – it would be for the men and women behind 
Deep Blue. Without them, Gary Kasparov would never have been beaten by a 
machine. 
 
But Deep Blue is not the only creation who owes everything to a creator. We owe 
everything to our Creator. And this includes our salvation. We owe our salvation in full 
to Jesus Christ. 
 
In eternity past He chose to save us. He became man. He lived a sinless life. He died 
for us. He sent His Spirit to open our eyes. He gave us the faith to believe in Him. He 
washed away our sins. He will come for us. 
 
And what did we do to aid in our salvation? Nothing! 
 
What could we do to aid in our salvation? Nothing! 
 
And yet, that doesn’t sit well with us. Surely our good works, our efforts, our striving 
has to count? 
 
Surely the Christian who lives an impeccable life merits getting to heaven more than 
the cranky old geezer who accepts Jesus on his deathbed? 
 
But this is the glory of the gospel. While we could do nothing, Jesus did it all. 
 
Yet, throughout history men and women have tried to sneak a few works, a few good 
deeds into the equation so that we help Jesus get us to glory. 
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On Wednesday, I met with an old school friend. He is an agnostic – he does not believe 
in Christ. He asked me this question. If you had to pick one thing as the divide between 
traditional Roman Catholics and evangelical Protestants – what would it be? 
 
And this is the very issue I chose. The established doctrine of Rome says that your 
works can aid Christ in getting you to glory. The Bible says – it is entirely the work of 
Christ. 
 
Let me see if I can illustrate the problem. 
 
What if you said to me, “Craig, what is it that makes you a Christian?” 
 
There are basically two answers I could give. 
 
I could say this, “Well, I believe in Christ. And I try to live as a Christian. I’ve preached 
a few good sermons, led a few people to Christ, been kind to my children, given money 
to help the poor. My faith and my works make me a Christian.” 
 
Or I could say this, “As I stand here today – I know that my salvation is due to Christ 
and Christ alone. I have no confidence in anything but Christ and His death on the 
cross for my sins. It is my faith in Christ and that alone which makes me a Christian.” 
 
I trust you can see the difference here. Because this is a question that has plagued 
the church since the Day of Pentecost. 
 
Am I saved entirely by faith in Christ and His work on the cross? 
 
Or am I saved by faith in Christ and His work on the cross and  by my good works? 
 
In the first few decades of the church – this question kept popping up. And the Apostle 
Paul kept writing and saying this: 
 

The only way to glory is by faith in Christ and nothing else. 
 
Whenever someone stood up in a church and said: Yes, yes, yes – sure we are saved 
by faith – but don’t forget about our works – they help get us to heaven – Paul saw 
red. 
 
Why? Because on the road to Damascus – Paul saw the risen Christ. Christ who died 
on the cross of shame for the very reason that we could not save ourselves. Christ 
who died because works are totally incapable of earning us entry to heaven. 
 
Christ, humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a 
cross – and because of this – God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the 
name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, 
of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue 
will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 
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In heaven – the glory for the task of salvation is given to Christ and Christ alone. And 
He does not share it with another. 
 
And the reason is that salvation is all of Christ. Just as the victory of Deep Blue was 
entirely due to those who put that computer together – so too, our salvation begins 
and ends with Jesus. And this is the heart of the gospel. 
 
So when someone says – Yes Jesus did His part – but I did my part too. I kept the 
Law. I did good works. So I think I deserve a little recognition. What that does is to rob 
Christ of the glory He earned on the cross. 
 
It is puffing us up at the expense of Christ. When in reality we have nothing to boast 
of. We were dead in our trespasses and sins. We were incapable of doing anything to 
save ourselves. Salvation is a work of God from beginning to end. 
 
God loved us while we were yet sinners. Breathed life into our dead hearts. Gave us 
the faith to trust Him. Gave us the desire and ability to do good works. 
 
God did it all. And for anyone to rise to his feet and say – Oh sure, God did His bit – 
but what about me? Is to scorn the cross. To rob the Lord of His glory. And to claim 
something no man has a right to claim. 
 
This is why Paul is so animated when the subject arises. This is why Paul takes no 
prisoners when he attacks those who would glory in their own works. 
 
It is this error that Paul attacks in our passage today. Paul cries out that we must: 
 

Glory in the magnificent saving work of Christ – for Christ alone saves. 
 
Turn over with me to Philippians chapter 3 beginning in verse 1. See how Paul makes 
out his case: 
 

Finally, my brethren, rejoice in the Lord. 
 
I’m sure you have heard the old joke: What is the definition of an optimist? The man 
who gets ready to leave when a preacher says finally. 
 
But preachers have long pointed to Paul for encouragement about long endings to 
their sermons. Right here Paul says – Finally, my brethren – and yet he is only half 
way – there are still two whole chapters left. 
 
But I have bad news for the preachers. The problem is that this word translated finally 
actually means – so then. 
 
The first part of verse 1 really sums up the end of chapter two. 
 
Paul says this. I have written to you of Timothy and Epaphroditus – two choice men. 
Men willing to serve Christ and suffer for Christ. Men who found great joy in obedience 
to Christ. So then, my brethren, just as they found joy in Christ – so you too – rejoice 
in the Lord. 
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Rejoice in the Lord! 
 
From a human viewpoint the Philippians had little to rejoice about. They were 
persecuted, imprisoned and counted as nothing. 
 
If Paul had simply said – so then my brethren – rejoice! They may well have replied – 
what do we have to rejoice about? 
 
But Paul didn’t say that. He said – Rejoice in the Lord! 
 
Remember the great old hymn: 
 

When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed, 
When you are discouraged thinking all is lost. 
 
Count your many blessings count them one by one. 
And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done. 

 
Count your many blessings count them one by one. Yes the Philippians were 
persecuted and imprisoned and counted as nothing. But they have Christ. In Christ 
they have overcome sin and death and the world. In Christ they have every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenlies. In Christ they can do all things. In Christ they have all 
things. In Christ they are the most blessed of men and women. 
 
Count your many blessings count them one by one. When you fell a little discouraged 
or depressed – count your blessings. Christ, salvation, eternal life, as well as wife, 
kids, church, home, friends, health. 
 
In the Lord we have every reason to rejoice without ceasing. 
 
Then Paul begins this next section: 
 

To write the same things again is no trouble to me, and it is a safeguard for you. 
 
Clearly Paul had warned the Philippians many times about those who would boast in 
their own works and thought they contributed in some manner to their salvation. But, 
since this is an issue that just won’t go away – since those men kept bobbing up – 
Paul would warn them again as a safeguard. 
 
Verse 2: 
 

Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of the false 
circumcision. 

 
Who is Paul warning against? 
 
Paul is warning about a group known as the Judaisers. These were Jews who had 
become Christians – but were struggling – really struggling to put off the mindset in 
which they were raised. 
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If you asked a Jew in the days of Christ – How are you saved? They would probably 
answer – By keeping the Law. 
 
By making the required sacrifices, keeping the Sabbath, circumcising your sons on the 
eighth day, eating kosher food. This is what made you acceptable in the sight of God. 
 
But as both Christ and Paul point out – the Law was not designed to save. The Law 
cannot save. The Law was designed to point toward Christ. 
 
The Old Testament is clear – faith – faith like Abraham’s that is what saves. 
 
But old habits die hard. The idea that the Law doesn’t at least aid your salvation is a 
hard one to kick. 
 
OK. Imagine that you lead your next-door neighbour, Moishe to Christ. Moishe was 
raised as a good Jew. 
 
A few weeks after his conversion, he comes to you and says: Listen, I have trusted 
Christ, but I’m struggling. I really can’t bring myself to eat pork. Is it OK for me to just 
eat kosher foods? And my son Daniel who was born two days ago, I want to circumcise 
him. Are these things OK for a Christian? 
 
What are you going to tell him? Are these things OK? 
 
There are a lot of Christians who would say – don’t make an issue out of this. Eating 
pork – not eating pork – circumcision, not being circumcised – what is the big deal? 
This is a minor issue. This is a little spat over terminology that has little relevance for 
today. 
 
But look at what Paul calls these men. 
 
Dogs, evil workers, false circumcision. This is strong language. 
 
In Galatians he calls them accursed. 
 
In 2 Corinthians he says of these men that they are servants of Satan who think of 
themselves as servants of Christ. 
 
Paul uses this language because far from being a minor issue, the very gospel itself 
is at stake. 
 
Listen to Paul in Galatians 1:6-9: 
 

I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace 
of Christ, for a different gospel; which is really not another; only there are some 
who are disturbing you and want to distort the gospel of Christ. But even if we, 
or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to what we 
have preached to you, he is to be accursed! As we have said before, so I say 
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again now, if any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to what you 
received, he is to be accursed! 

 
This is not a minor issue. This is not a little spat over terminology or practice. 
 
These men are preaching another gospel. These men are robbing Christ of His glory. 
They are saying that works can somehow improve our standing before God. 
 
So I ask again – can Moishe eat his kosher food and circumcise his son? 
 
Well that depends. If Moishe knows that salvation is all of Christ, that we are saved 
entirely by faith and that any good works can never add to that salvation. If he is doing 
it knowing that it makes him no holier than a Gentile Christian who lives on pork rinds 
and has circumcised none of his eleven sons – then I would say – do as you see fit. 
These are matters of conscience not gospel. 
 
But, if he can’t shake his thirty-five years of rabbinical instruction. If he thinks – yes I 
am saved, yes the pork-eating Gentile Christian is saved – BUT by keeping the Law I 
am a better Christian than he is – that my works somehow improves my standing with 
God – then I would say to him – Moishe – you need to eat pork and prawns daily. You 
should never circumcise your son. You should throw a party every Sabbath. You must 
do whatever it takes so that you know that your standing before God is totally 
dependant on Christ – not on anything that you do. You must get rid of everything in 
your life that you might be tempted to rely on to improve your standing before God. 
 
To think that you can ground salvation and acceptance before God in anything but 
Christ is to preach a different gospel – it is heresy. 
 
This is precisely what Paul faced. And this is why Paul gets up close and personal in 
this verse. He calls these Judaisers – dogs. Don’t miss the irony here. The Jews called 
Gentiles dogs because dogs were wild unclean animals. 
 
Paul labels these most Jewish of men – dogs. In seeking to keep the law – they 
actually become unclean. They pervert the Gospel. 
 
They are evil workers. They think they are doing the work of God in promoting this 
teaching. In fact they are serving only evil. 
 
They are part of the false circumcision. Literally, Paul says to beware of the mutilators. 
These men insisted on circumcision. But the result is pure mutilation of the truth. 
 
Note Paul’s irony in verse 3: 
 

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. 

 
Paul says – we are the true circumcision. 
 
He is setting up an us and them scenario. 
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We – trust in Christ alone and not our works. We – are the true circumcision. We – are 
the true children of Abraham. 
 
BUT You – trust in Christ and works. You – are nothing more than mutilators. You – 
do not understand Abraham. 
 
Paul goes on to say that we worship (or get right with God) – in the Spirit of God – 
not by works. 
 
We glory in Christ Jesus. Our boast is in Christ. He saved us through His death. Our 
works had nothing to do with it. 
 
This is so crucial to Paul. The Judaisers were claiming a part of the work of Christ as 
their own. They were falsely robbing Christ of the glory He earned at Calvary. 
 
Imagine that Charles Dickens was doing a little research for a novel in the slums of 
London. There he finds an orphan who he takes pity on. The lad is called Jim Slaney. 
Jim is uneducated, malnourished and would have died soon without help. 
 
Dickens takes him in, feeds him up, teaches him to read and write. Then he buys a 
printing business for Jim. Teaches him how to set the type, do the binding, work out 
the accounting. 
 
Finally, Dickens gives Jim his latest novel and asks him to print it. But in reality Dickens 
himself ends up doing all the work. 
 
At last, Oliver Twist hits the streets. And but Jim made one change, and it is there for 
all the world to see – Oliver Twist by Jim Slaney with help from Charles Dickens. 
 
Dickens would be outraged. Similarly Paul is outraged that anyone would think to claim 
a slice of the glory that belongs entirely to Christ. 
 
Today – we saw three baptisms. Three trophies of grace. And their salvation is due 
100% to Christ. Nothing they did saved them or even aided Christ in saving them. 
 
Paul goes on – we put no confidence in the flesh. We have no confidence that our own 
efforts can add anything to Christ. 
 
Just pause here for a minute. We put no confidence in the flesh. This is the dividing 
line between Christianity and every other religion, philosophy teaching. 
 
Christianity says – we can do nothing. Our works, our efforts cannot save us nor aid 
in our salvation, nor keep us saved. 
 
But this doesn’t play to well with our pride. On Wednesday when I shared the gospel 
with my friend Erik – he said, “My you have a low estimation of the place of man and 
the power of humanity.” Exactly! It is not that we put most of our confidence in Christ 
and only a little bit in ourselves. We put no confidence in the flesh. 
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But every other religion puts at least some confidence in the flesh. Somehow it comes 
back to human effort. Angels who collect our good deeds and our bad deeds and 
weigh them on the Day of Judgment. Good karma and bad karma. Keeping certain 
laws or commandments. 
 
And Paul says – if that were the basis of our salvation – if that were the way to aid in 
our salvation – then look at my CV. 
 
Verse 4: 
 

I myself might have confidence even in the flesh. If anyone else has a mind to 
put confidence in the flesh, I far more. 

 
If anyone has reason to boast in the flesh – Paul says that he did. 
 
Verses 5 and 6: 
 

Circumcised the eighth day. 
 
He had the sign of being a part of the covenant people of God. 
 

Of the nation of Israel 
 
He had the privileges that came from being part of the chosen people of God. Those 
descended from Abraham. Those with the Law. 
 

Of the tribe of Benjamin 
 
If you were a Gentile who became a Jewish proselyte – you could join the Jewish 
nation – but you could not trace your lineage to the twelve tribes. Paul could. And he 
traced his lineage back to one of the two tribes that did not rebel against the Davidic 
dynasty. 
 

A Hebrew of Hebrews 
 
Although he was born in Tarsus and knew Greco-Roman culture – he was thoroughly 
Hebrew. He was raised to know the Hebrew language, the traditions, the culture – 
everything important about being Jewish. 
 

As to the Law, a Pharisee 
 
There were a number of groups among the Jews. One of the most prominent was the 
Pharisees. Those who loved the law and strove to keep the Law. Paul was raised a 
Pharisee. His zeal for the Law was not exceeded. 
 

As to zeal, a persecutor of the church 
 
When Christ came – He taught that the Law was not the ground of salvation. He taught 
that He was. Paul understood that Christianity undermined the centrality of the Law – 
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and he made it his personal task to persecute them. His zeal for the Law knew no 
bounds. 
 

As to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. 
 
A little earlier I said that if you asked a Jew in the days of Christ – How are you saved? 
They would probably answer – By keeping the Law. 
 
By making the required sacrifices, keeping the Sabbath, circumcising your sons on the 
eighth day, eating kosher food. This is what made you acceptable in the sight of God. 
 
If keeping the Law could make you righteous – then Paul said – I was blameless. 
 
He doesn’t mean that he never sinned. He means that if his life is weighed against the 
Law – his life was as exemplary as any Jew. He had done what the Law required. 
 
This had been Paul’s whole life. Keeping the Law. According to the standards of the 
day – he was at the top of the class – and he was proud of that. 
 
He had earned the right to say that as to the righteousness which is in the Law, I was 
found blameless. 
 
But, Paul goes on. He wants us to know as clearly as possible that he was totally 
wrong. Verse 7: 
 

But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for 
the sake of Christ. 

 
But whatever things once were gain to me – circumcision, being a Jew, a Pharisee, 
an abider in the Law – things I once gloried in. 
 
Now, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 
 
The very things I used to boast in – I now count as loss. Why? Because now I stand 
on the other side of the cross. Now I know that Christ and Christ alone saved me. My 
works did nothing. 
 
In fact I now count them as loss because they were a stumbling block – why did I need 
Christ if the Law said I was blameless? They made me look to my own works – not to 
Christ. 
 
By seeing them as a hindrance – I am now free to give all the credit, all the glory to 
Christ. 
 
When Paul became a Christian – he could have simply lived a very moral life. Accepted 
Christ and kept the Law. It might have made evangelism to the Jews a lot easier. He 
could have stood up in a synagogue as a Pharisee – still blameless by the standards 
of the Law – and then pointed to Christ. 
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But Paul didn’t do that. He would not let the Jews circumcise Titus. He ate unclean 
foods. He mixed with Gentiles. He broke the Law at many points. In the eyes of the 
Jews he was a defiler of the holy Law. 
 
Why? For two reasons. 
 
1. He might have gloried in his righteous living. 

 
And 2. Because he would never let anyone else think that good works earns the favour 
of God. 
 
Better than anyone else, he knew how easy it is to think that your good works earn 
brownie points with God – and this robs the glory from Christ. 
 
Verse 8: 
 

More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. 

 
Paul was a Pharisee of the Pharisees. Probably a member of the Sanhedrin – the 
ruling body of the Jews. He was a man going places. 
 
Now he is an itinerant – who goes from town to town. He works for a meagre wage. Is 
constantly beaten, imprisoned, rejected and abused. His friends and family have 
disowned him. He is thought to be mad. They said that his great intellect has sent him 
over the edge. 
 
He had the world and now he has nothing. And the question is – Is it worth it? 
 
And Paul says – ABSOLUTELY! I do not have nothing – I have Christ. 
 
I know Christ Jesus my Lord. I trusted in Christ and Christ alone to save me. I now 
have a relationship with the Lord of this universe and in comparison the things of this 
world are rubbish. 
 
If I trusted in my works and Law keeping – I would not know Christ. They kept me from 
Christ. So know I consider all my works – everything that made my pride swell – 
everything that still has the potential to make my pride swell – everything that once 
meant so much to me – I consider them all as loss compared to the surpassing value 
of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. 
 
Nothing in this world compares with Christ. I have Christ, I have everything that 
matters. 
 
And Paul goes on: 
 

For whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so 
that I may gain Christ. 
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Paul was pleased to give up the greatness of the world for Christ. More than that – all 
of the things that made him great – he counts them as rubbish – �������� – 
literally the rubbish thrown out to dogs. 
 
Because when he gets rid of everything in and of himself that he might lean on – then 
the only thing he can lean on is Christ – and then – he gains Christ. 
 
Do you see what Paul is saying here? To gain Christ, you have to lose everything that 
might draw us from Christ. Anything that might make us trust in ourselves or our own 
efforts or our own resources. 
 
On that final day when all eternity stands before Christ. Why will you be judged 
righteous? 
 
Will you say – Oh God I am righteous because I trusted Christ – and I was a good 
mother, I taught Bible Study, played the piano at church and gave to missions? 
 
Or will you say – Oh God – I am not righteous. I am the chief of sinners. But I stand in 
Christ and Christ alone? 
 
Verse 9: 
 

I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may 
gain Christ … and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own 
derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness 
which comes from God on the basis of faith. 

 
Paul speaks of righteousness. Some of your translations will use the word justification. 
Basically it means to be innocent before God. 
 
And Paul notes that there are two teachings about how we can stand innocent before 
God. 
 
Some say we can have a righteousness that comes from us keeping the Law. And as 
Paul has just declared – this is no righteousness at all. The teaching that we can earn 
the right to stand before innocent before God is a lie direct from the pit of hell. 
 
The only other way to be righteous is the righteousness that comes through faith in 
Christ. And in case we missed it the first time – Paul says – it is the righteousness 
which comes from God on the basis of faith. 
 
When we trust in Christ and Christ alone, God will declare us to be innocent. This is 
the only righteousness Christ knows of, or Paul knows of, or the Bible knows of. 
 
As we reach this point. Many of you might sit there saying – great – but I’m not a 
converted Jew. I’m not tempted to circumcise my son and get rid of pork to help my 
standing before God. What relevance does all of this have to me? 
 
Let me say right up front – this is crucially relevant for two reasons. 
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1. Do not think that we are immune from this error. There are groups inside and 
outside the church saying that it is not big deal to add a few works into our salvation. 

 
Perhaps the most influential is the group – Evangelicals and Catholics Together. 
This groups drafted a document that some evangelicals signed and some leading 
Catholics signed. 
 
And the crucial heart of this document said this – we are saved by faith. 
 
And you say – Hallelujah! But and this is the big BUT – they would not say – we 
are saved by faith alone. 
 
Because the Catholics and some of these so called evangelicals believe that we 
are saved by faith – yes – but also by our works. 
 
We are fighting the Reformation all over again. 
 
If Paul were here – he would pull out what is left of his hair and scream – I told you 
over and over and over that our works are – �������� – rubbish – in terms of 
earning standing before God. This is heresy! Throw it from the church. 
 
You need to know this and burn it into your brain because this old, old heresy will 
come at you in one form or another throughout your life. 

 
2. This heresy can come at us through the side door. While you might not look to your 

Jewish ancestry or your Sabbath keeping. You might have some things that at the 
back of your mind you rely on. 

 
You go to Grace Bible Church – a nice orthodox church. You give, have good kids, 
haven’t committed adultery. Surely these things are worth a few brownie points 
with God? 
 
And Paul would say – �������� – rubbish – count them as loss. They steal the 
glory from Christ. The entire work of salvation is His – the entire glory of salvation 
is His. 

 
But let me close by saying that I for one am profoundly grateful that my salvation is not 
dependent on anything I do. I for one don’t want to hold my breath until the final day 
to find out if my good works outweigh my bad works or if my good works had gained 
me a better standing before God. 
 
I for one am profoundly grateful that Christ did it all. That His death paid for my sins. 
That His life was given for me. That it is all dependent on Him and not dependent on 
me at all. 
 
That my life is hid in Christ and my salvation secure because of Him. 
 
Perhaps this truth is best summed up by the wonderful words penned by Augustus 
Toplady: 
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Rock of Ages, cleft for me, 
Let me hide myself in Thee; 
Let the water and the blood, 
From Thy riven side which flowed, 
Be of sin the double cure, 
Cleanse me from its guilt and pow’r. 
 
Not the labours of my hands 
Can fulfil Thy law’s demands; 
Could my zeal no respite know, 
Could my tears forever flow, 
All for sin could not atone; 
Thou must save, and Thou alone. 


