
A Sign From God 

Introduction. In a letter full of rejoicing, it seems almost out of place for Paul to 
issue a warning like he did in Philippians 3:1-3.


Paul warned brethren to beware of dogs, evil workers, and the circumcision. All 
three epithets are directed at the same people. He was speaking of the Judaizers (who 
taught that circumcision was necessary for salvation). The first two terms were strong 
enough, but here  “circumcision” means “mutilation”. Circumcision had become 
nothing more than a useless cutting of the body.


But how did it come to this? We’re going to look at the covenant of 
circumcision, the value of circumcision, and the true circumcision that exists today. 
Please note that Paul wrote a lot about this practice, but he’s not being negative about 
the act itself, nor of God who gave it.


I. The Covenant of Circumcision 

A. Circumcision was given to Abraham as a sign of the covenant between him and 

God (Genesis 17:9-24; cp. John 7:22).


1. The males were circumcised on the eighth day (Genesis 17:12).


2. If not, they were removed from national identity (Genesis 17:14).


3. The uncircumcised couldn’t eat the Passover (Exodus 12:48).


4. Unfortunately, Abraham’s posterity didn’t always correctly observe the rite. 


a) Moses (Exodus 4:25).


b) Israel in the wilderness (Joshua 5:5-7).


B. At best, circumcision is an interesting sign. Why would God choose it?


1. Peter J. Leitheart observes that circumcision ritualized the impotence of 

flesh. Flesh is not the solution to the human dilemma. Flesh is the problem.


2. Circumcision was a casting away of flesh that began in infancy. From 

Abraham on, the most productive and fertile were those who cut off 

whatever powers of flesh they might possess, and were fruitful by the power 

of the Spirit’s revelations.


3. By cutting away the flesh of the foreskin, Israel was incorporated into God’s 

war against flesh (cp. Genesis 3:15; 12:1-3; 49:10; 2 Samuel 7:12-13). God’s 

aim was to conquer flesh in order to establish His kingdom of righteousness.


II. The Value of Circumcision 

A. The Babylonian captivity cured Israel of idolatry, but rising out of the returned 
exiles was the spirit of Phariseeism and an obsession of the practice of the rite.

1. Nothing more scornful could be spoken of a person than to refer to him as 

an uncircumcised person (cp. 1 Samuel 17:26).

2. Peter said to Cornelius. “You know how unlawful it is for a Jewish man to 

keep company with or go to one of another nation. But God has shown me 
that I should not call any man common or unclean” (Acts 10:28).


3. When Peter came to Jerusalem, those of the circumcision said to Peter, “You 
went in to uncircumcised men and ate with them!” (Acts 11:3).
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B. The first major doctrinal problem among Christ’s disciples was the question of 

circumcision.


1. Despite the fact that God had sanctified the Gentiles in having the gospel 

preached to them without circumcision (Acts 15:8-9), the issue simply 

wouldn’t go away.


2. In Acts 15:1, men from Judea taught, “Unless you are circumcised according 

to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1).


3. Paul’s letters to the Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians are dealt 

with the question of circumcision.


C. While it was a sign of God’s covenant with Abraham, what’s its value to the  

Christian?


1. As a matter of national identity or custom, the rite was nothing. But as a 

religious necessity, demanded for justification and salvation, Paul refused it 

completely (1 Corinthians 7:18-19; Galatians 6:15).


2. Paul circumcised Timothy when it was appropriate (Acts 16:3), but resisted 
any and all efforts to compel people to be circumcised (cp. Galatians 2:3).


3. His argument on the justification and salvation of Abraham demonstrated 
that circumcision wasn’t necessary (Romans 4:9).


III. True Circumcision 

A. Because we are Abraham’s seed (Galatians 3:26-29), there’s a circumcision for 

us (Romans 2:28-29).


B. There are several important characteristics of the true circumcision:


1. The true circumcision are those who have circumcised their heart and ears 

(Deuteronomy 10:16; Jeremiah 4:4; Acts 7:51).


a) Circumcise ears — cut off dullness of hearing (Hebrews 5:12-14).


b) Circumcise heart — cutting off our own desires, and pride (Luke 22:42; 

Galatians 2:20).


2. The true circumcision are those who have been baptized into Christ 

(Colossians 2:11-13).


a) Sin has corrupted and enslaved mankind. It’s a power that’s opposed to 

the Spirit (Galatians 5:17).


b) Baptism pictures a major spiritual “operation” in which Christ cuts off 

“the body ruled by sin” (Romans 6:6).


(1) It’s so much more than simply a rite marking the Christian’s entry into 

the church.


(2) It’s the watery grave for the flesh that’s dead in its trespasses 

(Ephesians 2:1) and the birthplace of a “new man” in Christ 

(Ephesians 4:24).


3. The true circumcision are those who worship by the Spirit of God 

(Philippians 3:3).


a) We worship as God directs (John 4:24). It’s a simple activity compared to 

what it’s been made into now, but it’s effective for its purpose.
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b) We don’t worship as it pleases us or as it seems right to us. Worship isn’t 

done as emotions and feelings direct.


4. The true circumcision are those who rejoice in Christ Jesus (Philippians 3:3).


a) Satisfaction comes from recognizing that our hope is found in Christ, not 

through meticulous conformity to the external demands of the Mosaic 

Law. Christ’s sacrifice has fulfilled the Law (Matthew 5:17; Romans 10:4).


b) If we are to rejoice in anything, we should rejoice in our knowledge of 

God and in the cross of Christ (Jeremiah 9:23-24; Galatians 6:11-15; 1 

Corinthians 1:31; 2 Corinthians 10:17).


c) We of the true circumcision identify Jesus of Nazareth as the long 

anticipated and promised Messiah. We believe that Jesus presented 

sufficient proof of His Messiahship and we confess His claims (Matthew 

16:16). We believe that He is the One who has full right to direct and 

control our lives (Matthew 28:18; Colossians 3:17).


5. The true circumcision are those who have no confidence in the flesh 

(Philippians 3:3).


a) This isn’t a mistrust of any man; it’s simply that we recognize that fleshly 

lineage means nothing.


b) We aren’t saved because of who our parents are or were; we’re saved on 

the basis of who we are — a new creation that’s faithful, active, and 

thriving (2 Corinthians 5:17; Colossians 1:23; cp. Revelation 3:19).


Conclusion. Have you been circumcised with the circumcision of Christ? 
Moreover, is our attachment to Jesus real, or only a farce — hollow and empty — 
because we haven’t truly circumcised our heart and ears? Let’s not be those of whom 
Paul wrote in Romans 2:28.


I am deeply indebted to Jim McDonald for the use of his material.
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