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Our identity in God – Joss Bray 

We’ve been looking through Philippians with a break for Christmas. 

Now we’re now on to Chapter 3.  

Further, my brothers and sisters, 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 evildoers, those mutilators of the flesh. 3 For it is we who are the 

circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who boast in Christ Jesus, and who 

put no confidence in the flesh— 4 though I myself have reasons for such confidence. 

If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 
5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a 

Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, persecuting the 

church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless. 

This is one of those passages and topics which can be easily skipped 

over if we weren’t teaching systematically through a letter. 

After all – it’s a tricky and painful subject – especially for men! 

So – what’s it all about? 

What is the relevance of all this talk of circumcision today? 

In fact – it’s just as relevant now as it was then. 

The message is about our identity in God. 

And the question is - Who are we? 

We’ll look at that in a minute – but did you notice there – just at the 

beginning – the bit about rejoicing? 

Paul does encourage people to rejoice a lot in his letters. 

So, what does that look like?  

Is it a “deep joy” – so deep that it never bubbles to the surface? 

Or is it the sort of joy that David and the people had in 1 Chronicles 13 

when the Ark of the Covenant was with them –  

8 … David and all the people danced with all their might to honour God. They sang 

and played musical instruments—harps, drums, cymbals, and trumpets. 

And is it the joy of the Ethiopian official in Acts 8 –  
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38 ………Philip and the official went down into the water, and Philip baptized him. 
39 When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord took Philip away. The 

official did not see him again, but continued on his way, full of joy. 

Yes – indeed it is – and that’s why it was great to hear laughter welling 

up last week here when we were meeting – its laughter that comes from 

knowing God and his goodness and his love. 

It’s a laughter that expresses the deep truth that the joy of the Lord is our 

strength – and its there to honour him. 

So, let’s have more joy – and let’s welcome the Holy Spirit who stirs up 

these things in us – it’s a good thing and nothing to be afraid of. 

So back to the question – “who are we”? 

That’s a question that’s all over the place at the moment – so in 

particular there are the discussions about gender and sexuality – but 

also whether about whether we should be European – remainers or 

leavers. 

Many of these debates focus on identity – are we one thing or another – 

are we in or out – are we somewhere in between? 

People get very worked up about these issues – for many reasons – but 

often because they believe the very essence of who they are is under 

attack – or about to be taken away. 

People can feel excluded, dismissed, of no worth, irrelevant, and 

invisible. 

But here is Paul stating something completely fundamental to all of us. 

He is addressing identity – and what counts is who we boast of – who 

we honour - and that’s Jesus.  

People will talk most about what is most important to them – and people 

will do what is most important – and find time for it. 

We heard last week about stopping and waiting for God – the challenge 

is still there – what do we think are the most important priorities for us? 

And as well it’s about who we serve and how God enables us to do it. 

So, our identity - who we are and what we do – is not primarily about 

whether we consider ourselves male or female or somewhere in 

between, old or young, black or white, or what our sexuality is, or our 

status in life – or not even if we are a Brexiteer or a Remainer.  
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It is not about any of that – but the world will focus on these things and 

tell people that there worth and significance and value depends on those 

things.  

Don’t listen to the world! 

What it is about is whether we are in the family of God – in his kingdom 

– with Jesus as our Lord and it’s about putting our confidence in him 

alone.  

And that’s what fundamentally matters to all of us. 

So here, Paul talks about the previous covenant - the agreement - that 

God made with man via Abraham – that was circumcision. 

If you were circumcised – you were in – you part of God’s people – that 

was your identity. 

If you weren’t circumcised, then you were out – not chosen – not part of 

God’s people. 

Women must have been covered by the circumcision of the men in their 

families and tribes.  

And Paul himself had all the credentials – from the right family and the 

right tribe, circumcised exactly as commanded. 

He had been full on in persecuting the church with huge religious 

enthusiasm and was totally into the law – with faultless application. 

He is saying here that he was the most Jewish Jew there was and at the 

top of the Pharisee tree – that was his identity and his boast. 

We’ll see next time how he actually counted all this as nothing and found 

out what being righteous – i.e. right with God – actually meant. 

But he is making the point that even though he did everything and was 

everything that appeared to be Godly – none of this counted now. 

Sometimes we can be caught up in the same game. 

There can be expectation and understandings that can sometimes be 

overt and obvious – but sometimes covert and subtle. 

There can be a culture that to be “better Christians” there are - 

Things you have to do  

Experiences you have to have 
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Places you have to go 

Even ways you have to look 

If you don’t fulfil these – then you can get the message you are a 

“second class Christian” – and this is wrong. 

It is exactly like the problem that Paul was talking to the Philippians 

about – people were trying to teach the early Christians that they still 

had to be circumcised – to go through religious ceremonies to become 

righteous – i.e. right with God. 

Paul was so adamant and cross about this that in Galatians 5 he wrote: 

12 As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate 

themselves! 

This issue could bind people up into a “performance religion” mentality 

where the outward appearance was the priority. 

It obscured that true nature of relationship with God – which went on 

inside and then expressed itself outside. 

Here is what Paul said: 

3 For it is we who are the circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who boast in 

Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh 

So – inside – there was the change – a circumcision not of outward flesh 

but the inside heart. 

What does that mean then? 

Well – when we put our trust in the risen Jesus as our Lord and turn 

away from sin – that’s anything and everything that separates us from 

God – then that is a spiritual circumcision. 

The old is cut off and discarded, and we are irrevocably changed.  

Colossians 2 says this 

11 In union with Christ you were circumcised, not with the circumcision that is made 

by human beings, but with the circumcision made by Christ, which consists of being 

freed from the power of this sinful self. 

We are freed being under the power of sin – cut off from it. 

Sin leads to death – and we need not fear death any more. 
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We are then also marked out as being in the family of God – united with 

Christ with a destiny and a future that is 100% assured. 

It’s like a guarantee – one that will never runout! 

And this should make a difference in our lives - Galatians 5 says 

6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only 

thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. 

Our actions should come out of our life with Christ – this excludes 

“religious” activities do not change our standing with God – this “inner 

circumcision of our hearts” does. 

And it is costly for us to give up living for ourselves and start to love God 

and our neighbour with all our hearts – there is an apparent loss there. 

But – there is far greater – and incalculably greater gain. 

We gain our eternal identity that sets us apart and makes us the new 

Israel as it were: 

So, in 1 Peter 2 it says -  

9 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special 

possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness 

into his wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people 

of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 

So, our identity is a together thing – we are a people together – chosen, 

royal, holy – let’s not look down on ourselves! 

The church – us together – are all these things – what a great thing to 

remember - even when it seems unlikely – it is how God sees us 

because Jesus is our Lord! 

I was listening to someone on the radio this morning talking about 

passwords that we all need to validate our identity on the internet or 

telephone banking and so on. 

It’s about how you have to prove who you are and remembering so 

many passwords is a real hassle – but otherwise – you are not “in”. 

We have just the one password to heaven – that’s Jesus! 

The word of God to us is Jesus – and he is the password that closes the 

door on the past, opens the door of today and unlocks the door to 

eternity.  
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So – if you’re you know that Jesus is your Lord and you are living for him 

– excellent – your identity is secure, and that faith should be expressing 

itself through love and rejoicing. 

Keep asking God for his help in that – we all need more of His Spirit to 

empower and equip us. 

If you can’t say that your identity is in Jesus and that you made that step 

of trusting him as Lord – then now is the time to do it. 

None of us knows what is around the corner – but we can choose to go 

around that corner in the security of knowing who we are and what our 

destiny is. 

If you make that decision today – excellent – do tell someone in the 

church and we can all do some more rejoicing! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


