
Overview: 

	 In this lesson, we are going to specifically look at the idol of religion. That may sound 
strange, but it’s all too common in Christian circles. How can someone find their identity in their 
religion? By finding all of their value and meaning in their ability to follow God’s 
commandments. It’s what the Bible calls “self-righteousness.” Instead of finding their identity in 
the gospel and resting in God’s grace as they strive to obey, their self-worth is completely 
determined by how well they perform.

	 There are only two options for those who try to find their identity in their religion - pride 
and despair. Pride comes when people think they’re meeting the standard of holiness that’s 
required of them. Despair comes when people realize they can’t meet the standard of holiness 
that’s required of them. That’s why we need the gospel. It causes us to see that even our 
righteous deeds are nothing compared to the righteousness of God (Isaiah 64:6), so we have 
no reason to be proud. But at the same time the gospel reveals that “where sin abounds, grace 
abounds all the more” (Rom. 5:20), so we have no reason to despair.

	 This secure identity in the gospel is lost on those who seek to find their identity in their 
religion. Paul knew this better than anyone because he had been a Pharisee, a first-rate rule-
follower who looked incredibly godly in the eyes of man. It turned out, he didn’t know God at 
all. But Philippians 3:1-11 teaches us that, by God’s grace, he came to see that his former life 
as a Pharisee meant nothing. In this passage, Paul exposes the shallow, superficial identity of 
religion and makes a case for why there is nothing that gives us a more secure identity than 
Jesus Christ himself. 


1. True believers put no confidence in the flesh  

Read Philippians 3:1-3


Transition: After his opening statement in verse 1, Paul transitions to a warning in verse 2. 

Read it: 
Philippians 3:2 - Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who 
mutilate the flesh.


Discuss it: 
How do you know that Paul is issuing a serious warning to the Philippian Christians?


• Leader note: The words “look out” are repeated 3 times


Who is Paul talking about when he says, “dogs,” “evildoers,” and “those who mutilate the 
flesh?” Why is he so harsh with them?


• Leader note: He’s talking about a group of people called the Judaizers. They were a 
group of religious people who talked about Jesus, knew Jesus, thought Jesus was an 
important part of their life, but Jesus was simply an addition to their Jewish identity. He 
hadn’t completely changed their identity. They liked Jesus, they were pro-Jesus, but 



they also believed that in order to really be saved, you had to continue to practice 
certain Jewish religious rituals, specifically circumcision.


• Paul was so harsh when talking about this group because they were leading people to 
believe that a religious ritual was necessary in order to be saved.


Apply it: 
Are there any modern-day religious rituals that someone might believe are necessary in order 
to be saved? 


• Leader note: Baptism, while it is a very important act of obedience for every believer 
and should be encouraged, is not something that keeps someone from being saved. 
The thief on the cross was not baptized, and yet Jesus told him, “Today you will be with 
me in paradise.” But, unfortunately, many people treat baptism as a “rite of passage” 
into Christianity. Or people think that the act of baptism has some saving effect even if 
a person does not understand the gospel or is living in unrepentant disobedience. 


• Whether it’s baptism, or communion, or having your name on a church role, there is no 
religious practice or ritual that saves us.


Transition: After warning about the false teaching of the Judaizers in verse 2, Paul rebukes 
their claim in verse 3. True worshippers are not defined by their religious practices, so true 
believers should put no confidence in themselves. 


Read it:

Philippians 3:3 - For we are the circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in 
Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. 

Discuss it: 
When Paul says, “we are the circumcision,” he’s saying that “We are the true worshippers of 
God.” Then he points to three things that define who the true worshippers of God are. What are 
the three things?


• Leader note: 

• Worship by the Spirit of God

• Glory (or boast) in Christ Jesus

• Put no confidence in the flesh


• The Judaizers are saying that they can worship God because of what they’ve done (i.e.,  
their obedience to important religious rules). Paul is saying we can only worship God 
because of what God has done. We worship by the Spirit of God. We boast In Christ 
Jesus. We put no confidence in ourselves. 


Apply it: 
Paul’s teaching challenges us because our culture emphasizes “self-confidence.” What things 
do you look to in life to get self-confidence? Why is self-confidence, especially when it comes 
to religion, a dangerous thing?


• Leader note: Self-confidence is pride. The Bible never points us to ourselves for 
confidence. In fact, it does the opposite. It says that, “No one is righteous, no not one. 



(Rom. 3:10).” It says that “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned - 
everyone - to his own way (Isaiah 53:6).” And it says that the human heart “is deceitful 
above all things and desperately sick, who can understand it (Jeremiah 17:9).”


• Instead of self-confidence, the Bible tells us to humble ourselves and put our 
confidence in God and what he has done on the cross (more on this later…).


Paul’s teaching also challenges our social media culture which is always trying to look our best 
for other people. When that mindset bleeds over into our spiritual lives, we are tempted to only 
present the best versions of ourselves to God. What are some ways that a person might try to 
impress God?


• Leader note: We often try to impress God by going through the spiritual checklist:

• Go to church; Read my Bible; Pray; Stop cussing; don’t party; there are endless 

ways that we try to improve ourselves morally to make God happy with us.


Why is the spiritual checklist not a good place to go to impress God?

• Leader note: For most of us, the checklist is not a good place to go to impress God 

because we don’t have very good track records. How many times have you tried and 
failed to complete a Bible reading plan? We’re not nearly as consistent and disciplined 
as we think we should be, and if we can’t impress ourselves, then we surely won’t 
impress God.


• The other reason the checklist is a bad place to go is because if we go to the checklist 
and realize that we’ve checked all the boxes, we are filled with pride. And our pride 
does not impress God. It actually pulls us further away from him. That’s what happened 
to Paul.


Transition: The next few verses show us that Paul tried to find his identity in his religion 
because he thought he was pleasing God with his religious performance. He describes his 
attempt to please God in verses 4-6, where he outlines his religious resume` that was the 
foundation of his identity.


Read it: 
Philippians 3:4-6 - “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: 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; as 
to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless.” 

Discuss it: 
What does Paul mean in verse 4 when he says, “I have reason for confidence in the flesh.”?


• Leader Note: He’s saying that, “If anyone could earn God’s love through faithfulness to 
their religion….it’s me.


• He was “circumcised on the 8th day” which is what Jews were commanded to do in 
Genesis 17:12. Paul is basically saying, “My obedience started from birth.”


• A “Hebrew of Hebrews” means, “I was the best of the best.”




• He was “a Pharisee” which meant he was highly educated in the Jewish law and 
practiced extremely strict obedience to the Law.


• He had so much “zeal” for his religion that he persecuted the church. That means he 
was completely “sold-out” and “radical” for God and the Old Testament teaching.


• He says he was “blameless” according to the law. That means he followed it as closely 
as he possibly could.


Transition: In the midst of all this effort and all this obedience….did it work?

• Leader Note: No. And Paul gives us the reason why in verse 9.


2. True believers put their confidence in Christ alone.


Read it:

Philippians 3:9 - Not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which 
comes through faith in Christ.  

Discuss it:  
How could someone as obedient as Paul, still not live up to God’s standard of righteousness?

• Leader Note: Because no matter how good we are, we will never be perfect. It is not 

possible for us to measure up to God’s level of righteousness.

• See James 2:10 and Romans 3:23 for further explanation.


So then, according to verse 9, what can we do to be accepted by God? 

• Leader Note: We can only be accepted by God, by placing our faith in Jesus Christ.

• The only way that we can have a righteousness that meets God’s standard of 

righteousness is if we trust in Jesus’ righteousness, not our own.


How does all this work?

• Leader note: Here are the essentials of what the Bible teaches about how we are saved.

• We know that we are sinful. We do not and cannot obey God perfectly to be accepted by 

him.

• But Jesus was perfectly obedient to God. Hebrews 4:15 tells us that Jesus is sinless.

• And because God loved us, he sent Jesus to live the perfect life we should have lived and 

die the death that we deserved (John 3:16).

• On the cross, Jesus became our substitute and a two-sided substitution took place. First, 

Jesus died on the cross by taking the punishment for our sins. Second, Jesus gave us 
credit for his perfect obedience.


• When we place our faith in Jesus, not only is our sin forgiven, but we are also credited 
with the perfect righteousness of Christ so that we can be accepted by God


• See 2 Cor. 5:21


Transition: How do we see this news impact our day-to-day living? 
• Leader note: When we realize that we have nothing to boast about…religious 

performance, academic performance, popularity, beauty etc. - those things that used to 



be the way you defined yourself - they now pale in comparison to what Christ has done 
and the identity that you have in him.


• It means we become less obsessed with our personal performance and more obsessed 
with what Christ has done for us. What he has done, not what we do, becomes the basis 
of our joy and peace.


• This is what happened to Paul. Everything that he once cared about, became nothing to 
him.


Read it: 
Philippians 3:7-8 - “But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 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." 

Apply it: 
What things are defining you? What things are you boasting in, taking pride in?

• Leader note: expect answers like: beauty, popularity, sports, academics, religion (being a 

good person); etc.


How much value should a Christian place on things like school performance? Athletic 
performance? Popularity? Acceptance from friends? 

• Leader note: These things are not unimportant. School matters; there’s nothing wrong with 

sports; friends are important; there’s nothing wrong with being attractive or having lots of 
people like you; what’s important is the motivation behind these things.


• The real question is this….(see next question)


How much value should a Christian place on those things compared to Christ?

• Leader note: Consider Colossians 3:1-4, with specific emphasis on verse 4, “Christ, who 

is your life…”

• The important thing to remember about your Christian identity is that it is your most 

fundamental identity. It is the unshakable, unchanging anchor of your life. 

• If your identity is in your looks….one day you may not be as pretty as you are now.

• If your identity is in your sports….one day you won’t be as athletic and popular as you are 

now.

• If your identity is in your obedience….one day you might sin in a way you never thought 

you would.

• So none of those things are a good place to find a secure identity. Those things can’t be 

your life. Christ is your life.

• So, work hard in school. Enjoy sports. Strive for obedience to the Lord. But at the end of 

the day, your peace and rest is in God’s love and acceptance of you through Christ.

• Only there, will you find everlasting peace and security.


Pray:

• Pray that we would be able to discern the ways that we are boasting in the flesh.




• Pray that we would not take pride in anything other than what Christ has done to save us.

• Pray that we would trust God’s love for us and not think that we can earn it through 

obedience.


