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• A lot of life is spent trying to gain other people’s approval. What things do you need to 

gain the approval of… 

o a potential friend 

o a teacher, coach, or boss 

o a college admissions office 

• Many people believe they can earn God’s approval by living a good life. Why do you 

think they believe that? 

• Spend a minute or two reflecting on this quote: “If you want God's grace, all you need is 

need. All you need is nothing. But that kind of spiritual humility is hard to muster. We 

come to God saying, ‘Look at all I've done,’ or maybe ‘Look at all I've suffered.’ God, 

however, wants us to look to him—to just wash.” (Tim Keller, Counterfeit Gods) 

 

• Paul talks a lot about something called circumcision. Read the explanation on the next 

page to learn why it’s important to understand what’s going on in this passage.
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• Paul seems very angry with these false teachers that showed up in Philippi. What words 

does he use to express his anger? 

• Why do you think Paul is so angry? 

• In verses 4-6 Paul lists his life’s accomplishments before meeting Jesus. Why do you 

think he worked so hard to achieve these things? 

In the book of Genesis we see God call a man named Abraham and promise him that God 
would multiply his descendants would multiply and use them to bless the whole world. Back 
then it was common for promises (or ‘covenants’) to be made with a sign or symbol. God chose 
the sign of his promise with Abraham to be circumcision. Circumcision is the act of surgically 
removing a piece of skin from the male genital organ.  
 
Why circumcision? It’s bloody and gross, not to mention painful! Well, that’s kind of the point. 
God used this to show his people that they are to be holy (which means ‘set apart’) in this 
world, cutting themselves off from their old ways of sin in order to fully love God and neighbor. 
It was a physical symbol to communicate a spiritual reality: they now belonged to God. 
Theologians often will say that circumcision is a sign of ‘mortification’ – or, putting sin to 
death. 
 
The Jewish people kept this practice of circumcision for the generations that followed, though 
they were often criticized by God for not ‘circumcising’ their hearts too (Deut. 10:16). 
According to God, the sign was useless if people only carried out the ritual of circumcision 
without also caring about the purpose of the ritual, which was to set them apart for God’s 
mission to the world. Since the problem of sin is ultimately found in our rebellious hearts, we 
needed something more than bodily circumcision to help rescue us. 
 
That’s where Jesus comes in. In Colossians 2, the apostle Paul tells us that in Jesus we have 
been spiritually circumcised, meaning that our old sinful self has been put to death and cut 
off. Jesus accomplished this on the cross, where he himself was put to death and was cut off 
from the presence of God as he took on the punishment for our sins. Jesus put the power of 
sin to death! So while it’s not necessarily wrong to get circumcised (some people still practice 
this today out of tradition), there is no longer a requirement to be circumcised in order to 
belong to God. In fact, he has given us a new sign of us promise—baptism—which also 
symbolizes dying to our old self with Christ, but now also rising to new life. 
 
In Philippians 3, Paul is talking about some false teachers (he calls them “the dogs” and “the 
evildoers”) who apparently arrived at Philippi recently telling these Christians that they must 
be bodily circumcised if they wanted to belong to God. Paul is reminding the Philippians that 
they aren’t saved by their own actions; only faith in Jesus’s righteousness can save us. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy+10%3A16&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians+2&version=NIV
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• In verse 8 Paul says that he lost all things and considers them garbage. What is the “all 

things” he’s referring to? 

• Where does Paul now place his faith? 

 

 

 

• Why do you think some people try to earn God’s approval? 

• Why is it so dangerous to try trusting in your own righteousness to earn the approval of 

God? 

• Paul used to think he could earn God’s approval through his own righteousness. What 

did he find in Jesus that made him leave this way behind? 

• Remember, this letter is written to Christians who are suffering because of their faith 

and are losing a lot of their former comforts. How does our understanding of suffering 

change when we know we are fully approved of by God, as Paul describes here? 

• Spend a minute or two reflecting on this quote: “I asked her what was so scary about 

unmerited free grace? She replied something like this: ‘If I was saved by my good works 

then there would be a limit to what God could ask of me or put me through. I would be 

like a taxpayer with rights. I would have done my duty and now I would deserve a 

certain quality of life. But if it is really true that I am a sinner saved by sheer grace – at 

God's infinite cost – then there's nothing he cannot ask of me.’” (Tim Keller, Prodigal 

God) 

• If you were to make a list of things you once thought could earn you God’s approval, 

what would be on that list? 

• Paul took God’s free and unconditional grace very seriously, and he got very angry when 

he felt people were teaching against it. Do feel as passionate about God’s grace, or do 

In verse 8 Paul says he has lost all the things that he once felt gained him approval in the eyes 
of God and now considers them garbage. But Paul actually uses a much more… erm… impolite 
term in Greek: skubalon. We have a curse word for it in English. I’ll give you a hint: it starts 
with sh___. While the Bible tells us not to speak with filthy language or crude jokes, it never 
says that using curse words is always wrong under any circumstance. On occasion, strong 
language might be necessary to make a point. Why do you think Paul uses such strong 
language here? 
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you feel like sometimes you slip back into trying to earn God’s approval through your 

own righteousness? 

• Think of a sin that you feel guilty about. How does knowing that Jesus’ righteousness 

covers over your sin free you from that guilt? 

• It’s not up to you to earn God’s approval because Jesus is perfectly righteous for you 

and you belong to him. Does that love and forgiveness make you want to obey God 

more or less? Why? 

• Right now we are living in a difficult time, kind of like the Christians in Philippi. How does 

knowing you are already fully approved by God in Jesus help you press on even in the 

midst of hardship? 

• Listen and sing along to the worship song “All I Have Is Christ” to help you put into 

words the joy of knowing we are saved by faith in Jesus’ righteousness and not our own. 

• Close in conversation with God about the things that encouraged you and challenged 

you from this week’s study, thanking God that he has saved us by his grace. You may use 

Psalm 51 to guide your prayer: 

 

Restore to me the joy of your salvation, 

and uphold me with a willing spirit. 

Deliver me from my guilt, O God of my salvation, 

and my tongue will sing aloud of your righteousness. 

O Lord, open my lips, 

and my mouth will declare your praise. 

For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; 

you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. 

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 

a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ugGucoYMmKg

