An overview of the Book of Philippians from

a Messianic Jewish perspective highlights

how the Apostle Paul (Sha'ul) applied Torah
principles, Jewish identity, and the
fulfillment of Jewish hope to a congregation
composed mostly of Gentile believers.

Core Perspective: The Jewish Heart of
Philippians

e Authorial Identity: Paul introduces
himself not as someone who abandoned
his heritage, but as a loyal Pharisee and
Benjamite whose credentials remain
flawless under the Torah.

e Messianic Framework: The central theme
is Yeshua (Jesus) as the suffering and
exalted Messiah who perfectly models
the humility required of His followers.

e Commonwealth Integration: The letter
addresses how Gentile believers in
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Philippi are brought into the
commonwealth of Israel without needing
to undergo legalistic ritual conversion.

Structural Breakdown of the Letter

Philippians: A Messianic Overview

F—— Chapter 1: Joy in Ch Chains & the Advance of the Besorah (Good News)
F—— Chapter 2: The Kenosis (Self-Emptying) Hymn of Messiah Yeshua

F—— Chapter 3: Righteousness Through Faith vs. Legalistic Confidence

L— Chapter 4: Contentment, Shalom (Peace), and Community Support

Key Messianic Themes & Exegesis

1.1. The Divine Status and Humility of Yeshua
(Philippians 2:5-11)

Often called the Carmen Christi (Messiah
Hymn), this passage is viewed by Messianic
scholars as a profound expression of first-
century Jewish monotheism.

e The Shema Echoed: When Paul states that
every knee will bow and tongue confess
that Yeshua is Lord (Adonai / YHVH), he
directly quotes Isaiah 45:23, a fiercely
monotheistic text.



e The Ultimate Tzaddik: Yeshua is
presented as the righteous sufferer
(Tzaddik) who chooses the path of
ultimate humility (slavery and execution)
before receiving divine vindication.

1.2. True Circumcision vs. The Mutilation
(Philippians 3:2-3)

Paul warns the Philippians against the "dogs"
and "evildoers," traditionally understood as
legalistic factions demanding ritual
circumcision for salvation.

e Heart Circumcision: Paul contrasts
physical mutilation with the true Brit
Milah (circumcision) of the heart, a
concept deeply rooted in Deuteronomy
10:16 and Jeremiah 4:4.

e The Definition: He defines the true
circumcision as those who worship by the
Ruach HaKodesh (Holy Spirit) and glory in



Messiah Yeshua, relying on divine grace
rather than human fleshly credentials.

1.3. Counting Gain as Loss (Philippians 3:4-9)

Paul lists his flawless Jewish pedigree—
circumcised on the eighth day, of the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews, and
blameless regarding Torah righteousness.

e Not Denying Identity: Messianic
theologians emphasize that Paul does not
call his Jewish identity "rubbish"
(skubala). Rather, he views his prior
reliance on status for justification as
worthless compared to knowing the
Messiah.

e Torah Observance: His "blamelessness”
under the Torah shows that his
subsequent faith in Messiah was not a
rebellion against Judaism, but its ultimate
fulfillment.



1.4. The Pursuit of the Upward Call
(Philippians 3:12-14)

Paul uses athletic imagery to describe
pressing onward toward the goal.

e The High Priest Visual: This mirrors the
imagery of the High Priest (Kohen Gadol)
pressing past the veil into the Holy of
Holies on Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement)
to secure the ultimate prize of divine
presence.

1.5. Shomron and Shalom (Philippians 4:4-9)

The conclusion focuses on experiencing the
Shalom of God which surpasses human
understanding.

e Guardians of the Heart: Paul instructs
believers to meditate on things that are
true, noble, just, pure, and lovely—
reflecting the Jewish concept of guarding



one's thoughts (shmirat hamachshavot) to
foster holy living.

Summary Table: Traditional vs. Messianic

Emphasis
Theme Traditional Christian View Messianic Jewish View
Paul's Pedigree (Ch 3) Paul rejects Judaism as an Paul rejects relying on
obsolete, legalistic system. status/flesh for right-standing,
but retains his Jewish identity.
The "Concision" (Ch 3) A rejection of physical A warning against demanding
circumcision for all people. Gentile conversion to Judaism for
salvation.
Citizenship (Ch 3:20) Believers belong to an abstract Believers are citizens of the
heavenly kingdom. heavenly Jerusalem, awaiting the
earthly Messianic Kingdom.

The Chapter 3 Conflict: The "Judaizers" and
the Brit Milah

In Philippians 3:2, Paul uses remarkably harsh
language: "Watch out for those dogs, those
evildoers, those mutilators of the flesh." To
understand this from a Messianic Jewish
perspective, we must examine first-century
halachic (legal) debates regarding Gentile
inclusion.

1.1. Defining the Faction



The term "Judaizer" does not appear in the
text; Paul calls them the katatome
(mutilation).

e The Traditional Misconception: Paul is
attacking the Jewish religion or the Torah
itself.

e The Messianic Correction: Paul is
attacking a specific counter-missionary
faction. This group insisted that Gentile
believers must undergo formal, ritual
conversion to Judaism (including physical
circumcision for men) to be saved or fully
accepted into the community.

1.2. The lrony of "Dogs" and "Mutilators"

Paul intentionally reverses first-century
Jewish idioms to make a radical theological
point:

e The "Dogs": In ancient Judaism, "dogs"
was a derogatory term sometimes used



for ritually unclean Gentiles. Paul flips
this, labeling the legalistic enforcers as the
true outsiders ("dogs") because they
disrupt the unity of the body.

e Mutilation vs. Circumcision: Paul calls
their demand katatome
(mutilation/cutting up), a term used in
Leviticus 21:5 to forbid pagan lacerations.
He reserves the word peritome (true
covenant circumcision) for those who
follow Messiah by the Spirit.

1.3. The Core Theological Issue: Status vs.
Faith

Paul’s warning is not about doing good deeds
vs. having faith. It is about covenant status.

e The opposing faction argued that the
divine promise belonged exclusively to
Jewish people; therefore, Gentiles must
become Jews to inherit the promises.



e Paul argues that through the sacrifice of
Yeshua, Gentiles are granted full
citizenship in the commonwealth of Israel
as Gentiles, without needing to change
their physical status. Forcing physical
circumcision on them turns a holy
covenant sign into a redundant, fleshly
work.

Tanakh Echoes and Quotes in Philippians

Philippians contains fewer direct quotes from
the Old Testament than Romans or Galatians,
but it is saturated with subtext, concepts, and
linguistic echoes from the Tanakh.

1.4. lIsaiah 45:23 and the Messiah Hymn
(Philippians 2:10-11)

This is the most significant Tanakh grounding
in the letter.



e The Tanakh Text: "Before me every knee
will bow; by me every tongue will swear."
(Isaiah 45:23). In context, YHVH is
speaking about His exclusive divinity and
sovereignty over the nations.

e Paul's Messianic Application: Paul applies
this absolute monotheistic text directly to
Yeshua. By doing so, he demonstrates
that honoring Yeshua does not violate the
Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4), but rather
fulfills it, as the Father is glorified when
the Son is recognized as Lord (Adonai).

1.5. The "Sweet-Smelling Aroma" (Philippians
4:18)

When Paul thanks the Philippians for their
financial support, he describes their gift as "a
fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice,
pleasing to God."



e The Tanakh Connection: This utilizes the
exact sacrificial terminology of the Korban
Olah (Leviticus 1:9, 13, 17), the burnt
offering that ascends completely to God
as a "soothing aroma."

e The Messianic Context: Paul reframes
holy living and financial generosity as the
ongoing, spiritual priesthood of believers,
operating even without a physical Temple
in Jerusalem.

1.6. Job’s Vindication (Philippians 1:19)

While suffering in prison, Paul writes, “for |
know that through your prayers and God’s
provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has
happened to me will turn out for my
deliverance.”

e The Tanakh Connection: The Greek
phrase Paul uses (touto moi apobésetai eis
soterian) is an exact, word-for-word quote



from the Septuagint translation of Job
13:16 ("This also will turn out for my
deliverance").

e The Messianic Context: Paul identifies
with Job, the ultimate righteous sufferer.
He knows that just as God vindicated Job
after his unmerited trials, God will
vindicate him, whether through physical
release or martyrdom.

1.7. The "Crooked and Perverse Generation"
(Philippians 2:15)

Paul charges the community to be blameless
and pure shines like stars "in a warped and
crooked generation.”

e The Tanakh Connection: This is a direct
echo of Deuteronomy 32:5 (The Song of
Moses), where Israel is rebuked for being
"a warped and crooked generation” that
acted corruptly toward God.



e The Messianic Context: Paul applies this

description to the pagan world

surrounding Philippi. He encourages the

Messianic community to act as the faithful

remnant of Israel, reflecting light into the

darkness.

Conceptual Comparison

Passage

Tanakh Root

Structural Significance in
Philippians

Phil 1:19

Job 13:16

Frames Paul's imprisonment as
the testing of a righteous sufferer
who expects divine vindication.

Phil 2:10-11

Isaiah 45:23

Establishes High Christology
within strict Jewish monotheism.

Phil 2:15

Deuteronomy 32:5

Warns the community not to fall
into the unfaithfulness of the
wilderness generation.

Phil 3:3

Jeremiah 4:4 / Deut 10:16

Validates Spirit-led Gentile
believers as possessing the
prophetic "circumcision of the
heart."

Phil 4:18

Leviticus 1:9

Transforms community charity
into a valid Levitical sacrificial
offering.

Part 1: The Historical Context of Philippi

To understand why Philippi was highly

susceptible to the "Judaizer" debate, we must

look at its political identity. Philippi was not a




typical Greek city; it was a Roman Colony
(Colonia Augusta lulia Philippensis).

1.1. The Romanization of the City

After the decisive Battle of Philippiin 42 BCE
(where Mark Antony and Octavian defeated
Julius Caesar’s assassins, Brutus and Cassius),
the city was settled by retired Roman military
veterans.

e The Culture: The citizens were granted /us
Italicum (Italian Law). This meant they
were exempt from taxes, governed
themselves under Roman law, and wore
Roman dress. They prided themselves on
being "more Roman than Rome."

e The Elite Vibe: Status, citizenship, civic
honors, and legal privilege were
everything in Philippi.

1.2. The Status Conflict for Believers



When Paul brought the Besorah (Good News)
to Philippi, it created a counter-cultural
community.

e Followers of Yeshua declared that Jesus—
not Caesar—was Lord (Kyrios) and Savior
(Soter). This was politically dangerous.

e In a city obsessed with legal status, early
believers felt the crushing social pressure
of being outsiders.

1.3. Why the "Judaizer" Message Was
Tempting

The faction demanding that Gentiles convert
to Judaism offered a seductive, legal loophole
to these anxious believers:

e The Legal Protection of Judaism: In the
Roman Empire, Judaism was a religio licita
(a recognized, legal religion). Jews were
legally exempt from the imperial cult
(worshipping Caesar and Roman gods).



e The Exemption Loophole: Followers of
Yeshua were initially viewed as a sect of
Judaism. However, as more Gentiles
joined without converting to Judaism,
Rome began to notice they were not
practicing traditional Roman religion nor
traditional Judaism. This made them look
like an illegal, politically subversive cult.

. The Temptation: The "Judaizers" offered a
perfect fix. They told the Gentile

Phili PP lans: "If you undergo ritual conversion and become legal

Jews via circumcision, you will gain the legal protection of an ancient
religion. You will satisfy Roman law and escape persecution."

Paul writes Philippians 3 to scream: Do not
take the bait. He argues that their true
citizenship (politeuma) is in heaven (Phil
3:20), and trading the sufficiency of Messiah
for legal/social safety in the flesh is a spiritual
tragedy.



Part 2: Verse-by-Verse Breakdown of
Philippians 3:4-6

To shatter the authority of this legalistic
faction, Paul puts his own spiritual resume on
the table. He proves he isn't critiquing their
system out of jealousy or ignorance; he
outranks them in every category of first-
century Jewish identity.

Philippians 3:4

"though | myself have reasons for such confidence. If someone else thinks they
have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, | have more:"

e "Confidence in the flesh" (Sarx): In Paul's
vocabulary, "flesh" doesn't just mean the
physical body; it refers to human effort,
lineage, social pedigree, and self-achieved
status apart from God's grace.

e The Messianic Nuance: Paul plays a game
of theological "one-upmanship." He
challenges his opponents on their own
turf, stating that if right-standing before



God could be achieved through
aristocratic Jewish lineage or rigorous
Torah performance, he would win the
prize.

Philippians 3:5

"...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;"

e "Circumcised on the eighth day": This
proves Paul was not a Gentile convert
(proselyte) who came to Judaism later in
life. He was born into the covenant,
fulfilling the exact command given to
Abraham in Genesis 17:12 and reiterated
in Leviticus 12:3.

e "Of the people of Israel"”: He belonged to
the chosen nation. He was an authentic
descendant of Jacob, inheriting the
patriarchal promises, the covenants, and
the divine destiny of the Jewish people.



e "Of the tribe of Benjamin": This was an
elite pedigree. Benjamin was the tribe
that stayed loyal to the Davidic kingship
when the northern tribes rebelled. It was
the tribe of Israel’s first king (Saul, Paul’s
namesake) and the tribe within whose
territory Jerusalem and the Temple sat.

e "A Hebrew of Hebrews": This is a cultural
and linguistic distinction. In the first
century, many Jews were "Hellenized" —
they spoke Greek, lived in the diaspora,
and adopted Greco-Roman customs. By
calling himself a "Hebrew of Hebrews,"
Paul means that despite being born in
Tarsus, his family maintained strict
adherence to Hebrew/Aramaic language,
Palestinian Jewish customs, and ancestral
traditions. He was culturally
uncompromised.



e "In regard to the law, a Pharisee": This
describes his theological affiliation. The
Pharisees (Perushim—"Set Apart Ones")
were the fundamentalist, hyper-
scrupulous faction of Judaism. They didn't
just keep the written Torah; they strictly
kept the Oral Torah (the traditions of the
elders) to build a hedge around the
commandments. Paul studied under the
top Rabbi of his day, Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).

Philippians 3:6

"...as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law,
blameless."

. "As for zeal (Zelos), persecuting the
church": In first-century Second Temple
Judaism, "zeal" was a highly respected,
holy virtue. It invoked the memory of
Phinehas (Numbers 25), who used
violence to purge idolatry from Israel, and
the Maccabees, who fought to preserve



the Torah. Paul is Saying, "I was so passionate about

protecting the purity of Judaism from what | thought was a dangerous
messianic heresy that | was willing to kill for it."

e "As for righteousness based on the law,
blameless (Amemptos)": Paul is not
claiming he lived a sinless life. In Judaism,
Torah-righteousness did not mean never
sinning; it meant that when you did sin,
you immediately brought the required
sacrifice to the Temple to make
atonement. Paul kept the civil, ethical,
and ceremonial commandments so
perfectly that no human court or critic
could bring a valid accusation against his
conduct.

The Messianic Punchline

After laying out this dazzling, flawless Jewish
resume, Paul delivers the ultimate shock in

verse 7: "ut whatever were gains to me | now consider loss for the sake

of Messiah."



From a Messianic perspective, Paul does not
say these Jewish privileges are evil. He says
that using them as a ledger of self-
justification to secure a higher status before
God is utterly worthless compared to the
baseline righteousness provided freely
through the faithfulness of Yeshua.

Part 1: Gentile Identity and Heavenly
Citizenship (Philippians 3:20)

In Philippians 3:20, Paul writes: "But our
citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await
a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ." To a Gentile
believer in Philippi, this was a radical,
liberating redefinition of their identity.

1.1. 1. The Wordplay on Politeuma

Paul uses the Greek word politeuma,
translated as "citizenship" or
"commonwealth."



e The Roman Reality: For the Gentile
Philippians, Roman citizenship was the
highest social currency. It gave them legal
protection, social prestige, and a sense of
superiority over non-citizens.

e The Messianic Pivot: Paul tells these
Gentiles that their primary politeuma is
not found in the registers of Rome, nor
does it require them to register as citizens
of earthly Judea through ritual
circumcision. Their citizenship is
registered in the heavenly Jerusalem.

1.2. The Colony Analogy

In the ancient world, a Roman colony like
Philippi was seen as a distant outpost of
Rome. The purpose of the colonists was not
to wait around until they could leave Philippi
and move to Rome; their job was to bring



Roman culture, law, and language to
Philippi—to make Philippi look like Rome.

e The Heavenly Mandate: Messianic
scholars point out that Paul is applying
this exact framework spiritually. Heaven is
the capital, and the local assembly of
believers is a heavenly colony on earth.

e The Impact on Gentile Identity: Gentile
believers do not need to become Jews to
have a covenant identity, nor do they
need to rely on their Roman status for
security. They are ambassadors of heaven.
Their job is to manifest the culture of the
Messianic Kingdom (righteousness, peace,
and joy in the Holy Spirit) right where they
are, in the middle of a pagan Roman city.

1.3. 3. Awaiting a Savior (Soter)

When Paul writes that we await a "Savior"
from heaven, he is using a highly charged



political title. In the Roman colonies, Caesar
was officially titled Soter (Savior) because he
brought the Pax Romana (Roman Peace)
through military might. Paul boldly declares
that the true Soter who brings ultimate peace
(Shalom) is not Caesar in Rome, but Yeshua
from heaven.

Part 2: The Shock Value of Skubala
(Philippians 3:8)

In verse 8, after listing his flawless Jewish
pedigree and his elite social and religious
credentials, Paul writes: "What is more, |
consider everything a loss because of the
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord... | consider them skubala, that | may
gain Christ.”

1.4. 1. What Does Skubala Actually Mean?



The Greek word skubala (okUBaAa) is
notoriously difficult for polite translations to
handle.

e King James Version uses "dung."

e Modern translations soften it to
"rubbish," "refuse," or "garbage."

e The Linguistic Reality: In first-century
secular Greek, skubala was vulgar slang. It
referred to human or animal excrement,
or the rotting kitchen scraps thrown out
to the dogs. It is the closest biblical
equivalent to an expletive.

1.5. Why the Word Was So Shocking

Paul’s use of this word would have caused his
readers—both his opponents and his
supporters—to gasp.

e He does not use skubala to describe
pagan idolatry, sin, or criminal behavior.



e He uses skubala to describe his identity as
a descendant of Abraham, his
membership in the tribe of Benjamin,
and his meticulous, blameless
compliance with the Torah.

To a Jewish mind, these things were holy,
beautiful, and gifts from God. Calling them
"dung" or "refuse"” sounded like absolute
blasphemy.

1.6. The Messianic Function of the Shock

Paul is not saying that the Torah is trash, or
that his heritage is inherently worthless. He
uses this vulgar, shocking hyperbole to make
an aggressive theological point about
justification and status:

e The Balance Sheet: In ancient accounting,
you had a column for "gain" (kerde) and a
column for "loss" (zemia). Paul's
opponents argued that Jewish pedigree



and Torah compliance went into the
"gain" column, helping to secure a right
standing before God.

e The Radical Conclusion: Paul declares that
if you try to use your heritage, your
rituals, or your religious performance as a
baseline to earn or guarantee your
standing in God's covenant, those things
do not just drop to zero—they become
offensive. They become skubala.

Compared to the perfect, unearned
righteousness provided through the
faithfulness of the Messiah, relying on human
effort and social status is completely
worthless. Paul flushes away his own elite
status to show the Gentile Philippians that
they already have everything they need in
Yeshua.



Conceptual Synthesis
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To wrap up our study or take it a step further,
Part 1: The Divine Paradigm of "Counting
Loss" (Philippians 2:5-11)

In Chapter 3, Paul counts his elite pedigree as
loss. He did not invent this radical paradigm;
he copied it directly from Messiah Yeshua. In
Philippians 2:5-11 (the Kenosis or Self-
Emptying Hymn), Paul shows that the
Messiah performed the ultimate act of
counting status as loss.



[ THE INVERSION OF STATUS ]
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1.1.

1. "Not Something to be Grasped"

(Harpathmos)

Paul writes that though Yeshua was in the

very form of God, He did not consider

equality with God something to be grasped

(Phil

2:6).

e The Messianic Meaning: The Greek word

harpathmos refers to a prize to be

clutched or exploited for personal

advantage.



e The Contrast: Unlike Adam, who tried to
grasp at equality with God in the Garden,
or earthly rulers who exploit their power,
the Messiah possessed ultimate divine
status but refused to exploit it. He chose
to treat His highest status as "loss" for the
sake of humanity's redemption.

1.2. 2. The Kenosis (Self-Emptying)

Yeshua "emptied himself" (ekenosen), taking
the form of a servant (doulos / slave) and
being born in human likeness.

e The Isaiah 53 Echo: This directly mirrors
the Hebrew text of Isaiah 53:12, which
says the Suffering Servant "poured out his

soul unto death" (he'erah lamavet
nafsho).

e The Ultimate Inversion: He went from the
highest cosmic position to the lowest
earthly legal status—a slave subjected to



Roman crucifixion, the most shameful
form of execution in the Empire.

1.3. The Pattern for Paul and the Believer

Paul lays out Yeshua's cosmic demotion in
Chapter 2 so that when he describes his own
social demotion in Chapter 3, the Philippians
understand the pattern.

e Yeshua laid down divine rights; Paul laid
down aristocratic Jewish rights; the
Philippians must lay down Roman civic

privileges.
e In the Messianic Kingdom, status is not

preserved; it is intentionally surrendered

to serve others.

Part 2: Living Out "Heavenly Citizenship"
Today



For modern Messianic Jewish and Gentile
believers living in diverse nations, applying
the concept of politeuma (heavenly
citizenship) requires a careful balance. They
must live as loyal citizens of their earthly
countries while reserving their ultimate
allegiance for the Kingdom of God.

1.4. Preserving Distinction Without Division

In the modern Messianic movement, the
unity of Jewish and Gentile believers is a living
expression of heavenly citizenship.

e Messianic Jews: They retain their biblical,
Jewish identity, culture, and connection to
the Land of Israel, fulfilling God's calling to
the Jewish people. However, they do not
use this heritage to claim spiritual
superiority over Gentiles.

e Gentile Believers: They embrace their
identity from the nations without trying to



1.5.

"become Jewish" through legalistic
means. They recognize they are co-heirs
and full citizens of the commonwealth of
Israel through Yeshua.

e The Application: Together, they form an

outpost of the future Kingdom,
demonstrating that diverse ethnicities can
worship together under one Messiah
without erasing their unique cultural
callings.

Operating as a Spiritual "Colony"

Just as ancient Philippi brought Roman

culture to Macedonia, modern believers must

bring Heaven's culture to their local societies.

e Cultural Resistance: In highly polarized

political or materialistic societies,
heavenly citizens refuse to let earthly
political parties or cultural trends dictate
their morality. Their ethics are drawn



from the Torah and the teachings of
Yeshua, not modern ideologies.

e Shalom as a Export: Believers introduce
the values of the heavenly capital—mercy,
justice, humility, and peace (Shalom)—
into their workplaces, neighborhoods, and
families.

1.6. Navigating Earthly Politics and
Allegiances

Living as a citizen of heaven means practicing
a form of "prophetic exile."

e Submitting to Authority: Following the
counsel of Romans 13 and Jeremiah 29:7,
believers pray for the peace and
prosperity of the earthly nations where
they live, paying taxes and obeying just
laws.

e The Line in the Sand: When an earthly
government demands an allegiance that



violates the commandments of God—
such as compromising ethical integrity or
worshiping secular idols—the heavenly
citizen politely but firmly chooses to obey
God rather than human authority. Their
ultimate security rests in the returning
King, not a political system.

1.7. The Priority of the Global Body

Earthly nations are defined by borders, but
heavenly citizenship unites believers across
geopolitical divides. Modern believers actively
cross cultural, national, and denominational
boundaries to support the international body
of Messiah, viewing a believer on the other
side of the world as a closer relative than an
unbelieving compatriot at home.

As we close this comprehensive study of
Philippians.



The Book of Philippians offers an incredibly
rich tapestry when we read it through first-
century eyes, seeing how Paul beautifully
weaves his deep love for his Jewish heritage
with a radical, inclusive vision for the Gentile
world through Messiah Yeshua.



