
“Blind Zeal” 

Philippians 3:6 

(Preached at Trinity, February 26, 2017) 

 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

 

1. In Verses 2-3 Paul describes one of the most dangerous heresies of his day. These 

heretics were known as Judaizers. They presented a perverted form of the Gospel 

insisting that Gentiles coming to Christ must first be circumcised. We find this heresy 

over and over. It was at the heart of the issue addressed at the Jerusalem Council of Acts 

15. It was also the heresy Paul condemned in the Book of Galatians. These people 

claimed to be the true people of God, those circumcised according to the Mosaic Law. 

Paul declares that Christians who have trusted Christ by faith alone, both Jew and 

Gentile, are the true circumcision. 

Philippians 3:3 NAU - "we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of 
God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh"  

2. In Verse 4 Paul uses his personal testimony to refute the false claims of the Judaizers. 

The Judaizers circumcised to declare themselves the people of God and connect them to 

the ancient promises of Israel.  

 Paul contrasts his life with theirs. If anyone had the right to boast in their heritage it was 

Paul. In fact, Paul declares that if it were possible to boast in the flesh, he would have far 

more to boast of than they. He places his credentials before them. 

Philippians 3:4-6 NAU - " If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the 
flesh, I far more:  5 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe 
of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee;  6 as to zeal, a 
persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found 
blameless."  

3. As a Jew, Paul was serious about all of the elements of the Jewish faith. He was careful to 

observe the Law. He was a Pharisee, and unlike some of the hypocritical Pharisees of his 

day, Paul took his vows very seriously. When this one named Jesus burst onto the scene 

claiming to be the Son of God who has come to fulfil the Law Paul was outraged. He saw 

this as the greatest of blasphemy. He immediately set out to destroy this new sect.  

Acts 8:1-3 NAU - "Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death. And 
on that day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and they 
were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the 
apostles.  2 Some devout men buried Stephen, and made loud lamentation over 
him.  3 But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and 
dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison."  
Acts 9:1-2 NAU - "Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the 
disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest,  2 and asked for letters from him to 
the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, both 
men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem."  
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Acts 26:11 NAU - "And as I punished them often in all the synagogues, I tried to 
force them to blaspheme; and being furiously enraged at them, I kept pursuing 
them even to foreign cities."  

4. Paul considered this religious fervor great zeal. 

 Philippians 3:6 NAU - "as to zeal, a persecutor of the church"  
5. He saw it as great service to God. What could be higher and more glorious that stamping 

out this heretical, blasphemous sect that people were calling, “The Way.” 

 Jesus had warned His disciples: 

John 16:2-3 NAU - "They will make you outcasts from the synagogue, but an hour 
is coming for everyone who kills you to think that he is offering service to God.  3 
"These things they will do because they have not known the Father or Me."  

6. What Paul saw as service to God was, in reality, an assault upon the Son of God. It was 

an attack upon God Himself. This act of sincere service to God was, in fact, great sin. 

Paul’s zeal was unequaled. But it was blind zeal, a misplaced zeal. 

7. I want us to pause this morning to consider this. It is possible to be sincere in what we 

believe and zealous in what we practice but actually be highly displeasing in the sight of 

God.  

 

I. First of all, this is not a condemnation of zeal. True zeal is essential to Christianity 

 A. One of the greatest problems in the modern church is deadness 

1. There is little passion for the things of God. Affections are not kindled in 

love for Christ. There is greater passion for worldly pursuits and worldly 

amusements than for Christ.  

2. Little time is spent in improving upon the means of grace—little time in 

prayer, little time in God’s Word. Worship is dull, preaching is boring. 

3. They have little time for the church. Their time is consumed on those 

things they are passionate about. 

 B. Christianity doesn’t allow for such dullness 

1. Christianity is not cold and passionless. It isn’t simply holding to certain 

doctrines. It isn’t embracing a certain religion.   

a. William Hendriksen – “Religion without enthusiasm can hardly be 

called religion.” 

b. Matthew Henry – “If religion is worth anything it is worth 

everything.” 

c. William Plumer – “He who has no zeal has no love for God” 

2. The Christian is zealous for Christ and all that draws us near to Christ. He 

is zealous in service to Christ.  

  3. Jesus condemned the Church of Laodicea for being lukewarm 

Revelation 3:15-16 NAU - "I know your deeds, that you are neither 
cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or hot.  16 'So because you are 
lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth."  

C. Since our zeal is the outward manifestation of the inward presence of the Holy 

Spirit our zeal must be based upon truth 

  1. True zeal is never blind excitement 

Romans 10:2 – “For I bear them record that they have a zeal of 
God, but not according to knowledge.” 
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  2. False religions often carry great zeal 

   a. Mormons and JWs have great zeal. Muslims have great zeal 

b. Acts 19:28 – “And when they heard these sayings, they 
were full of wrath, and cried out, saying, Great is Diana of 
the Ephesians.”   

  3. Paul admitted that his early zeal before conversion was misdirected 

1 Timothy 1:13 NAU - "even though I was formerly a blasphemer 
and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. Yet I was shown mercy 
because I acted ignorantly in unbelief"  

 

II. We must beware of zeal that is void of sound doctrine 

 A. This was Paul’s problem 

  1. Ignorance of the truth does not necessarily imply a mental dullness. 

   Paul was intellectually brilliant 

  2. Ignorance of the truth does not necessarily imply a lack of teaching 

Paul had studied under the greatest teachers of his day – He studied under 

Gamaliel, but failed to understand the truth. 

3. Ignorance of the truth implies a failure to rightly divide the Word of 

Truth—a failure to properly interpret the Word of God.  

  4. The Scriptures plainly taught Jesus was the Christ, the promised Messiah.  

   Paul was a teacher, and yet did not rightly comprehend 

  5. Right comprehension demands spiritual understanding 

   Jesus opened the understanding of the disciples on the road to Emmaus 

Luke 24:27 NAU - "Then beginning with Moses and with all the 
prophets, He explained to them the things concerning Himself in all 
the Scriptures."  

6. The Jewish leaders steadfastly refused to accept that Jesus was the 

fulfillment of the Scriptures.  

John 5:38-40 NAU - "You do not have His word abiding in you, for 
you do not believe Him whom He sent.  39 "You search the 
Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; it is 
these that testify about Me;  40 and you are unwilling to come to Me 
so that you may have life."  

B. False doctrine is an assault upon the person of God – The Bible teaches that God 

IS truth. The fullness of His being is truth 

1. Jesus said of the Father –  

John 17:17 NAU - "Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth."  
Jesus said of Himself –  

John 14:6 NAU - "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one 
comes to the Father but through Me."  
In John 14:17 Jesus refers to the Holy Spirit as the “Spirit of Truth” 

2. One of the great works of the church is that of teaching. We place the 

highest value on it. 

a. Teaching is an essential element of the Great Commission.  

Matthew 28:20 NAU - "teaching them to observe all that I 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the 
end of the age."  
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b. Christianity is a religion of doctrine.  

James Montgomery Boice – “Christianity is primarily a teaching 

religion. It is an always has been.” 

  3. Teaching is the chief work of the pastor – he must be able to teach 

Ephesians 4:11-15 NAU - "And He gave some as apostles, and 
some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors 
and teachers,  12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of 
service, to the building up of the body of Christ;  13 until we all attain 
to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the 
fullness of Christ.  14 As a result, we are no longer to be children, 
tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of 
doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming;  
15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects 
into Him who is the head, even Christ"  
1 Timothy 5:17 NAU - "The elders who rule well are to be 
considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard 
at preaching and teaching."  

  4. This was Paul’s chief command to Timothy 

1 Timothy 4:13 NAU - "Until I come, give attention to the public 
reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching."  
1 Timothy 4:16 NAU - "Pay close attention to yourself and to your 
teaching"  
2 Timothy 4:2-3 NAU - "preach the word; be ready in season and 
out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and 
instruction.  3 For the time will come when they will not endure 
sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will 
accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 
desires,"  

  

III. The danger of zeal without knowledge 

 A. Human beings have always been zealous about religion 

  1. We’ve read of the Prophets of Baal 

1 Kings 18:26 NAU - "Then they took the ox which was given them 
and they prepared it and called on the name of Baal from morning 
until noon saying, "O Baal, answer us." But there was no voice and 
no one answered. And they leaped about the altar which they 
made."  
1 Kings 18:28 NAU - "So they cried with a loud voice and cut 
themselves according to their custom with swords and lances until 
the blood gushed out on them."  

  2. In the days of Christ’s ministry thousands flocked to Him.   

John 6:1-2 NAU - "After these things Jesus went away to the other 
side of the Sea of Galilee (or Tiberias).  2 A large crowd followed 
Him, because they saw the signs which He was performing on 
those who were sick."  
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When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday hundreds lined the street 

shouting the praises of Christ. All would forsake Him less than a week 

later.  

3. Paul is describing his great religious zeal prior to his conversion.  

Philippians 3:6 NAU - "as to zeal, a persecutor of the church"  
Even on the very day of his conversion Paul was on his way to have 

Christians arrested.   

4. Paul sincerely believed he was doing the right thing. He believed he was 

serving God. He zealously hunted down Christians and he believed it was 

to God’s glory. 

 John Eadie - “Paul knew he could not be a supine and listless spectator. 

The question was to him one of conscience and submission to divine 

authority, and therefore he deemed it his duty to imprison, torture, and kill 

the abettors of the infant faith, whose most malignant feature, as he 

thought, was its antagonism to Moses. The disciple of Gamaliel was in 

terrible earnest. He felt himself doing God service when he resolved to 

hunt down and exterminate the rising heresy.” 1 

  5. But Paul’s great zeal was actually great wickedness.  

B. Zeal is no substitute for Christian conversion 

1. Zeal without Christ is a worthless zeal. Paul spoke of the worthlessness of 

religious zeal without a love for Christ and His people. 

1 Corinthians 13:3 NAU - "And if I give all my possessions to feed 
the poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have 
love, it profits me nothing."  

  3. Some people are sadly substituting zeal for a relationship with Christ 

   We can already hear the echo of their voices on the day of judgment 

Matthew 7:22-23 NAS - "Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, 
Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out 
demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?'  23 "And then I 
will declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart from Me, you who 
practice lawlessness."  

 

 

Conclusion: 
1. This is a message that needs to be heard in our relativistic generation where absolutes are 

frowned upon. In such an environment, what you believe isn’t important. The only thing 

that’s important is that a person be sincere. Anyone with zeal must surely be accepted by 

God.  

2. Zeal is a good thing. Zeal is an essential thing. But a Christless zeal is worthless. Zeal 

without knowledge is dangerous.  

John Calvin – “Zeal without doctrine is like a sword in the hand of a mad man.” 

3. This demands careful examination. What are you zealous over. Look at your life. Look at 

what excites you. What stirs your heart? 

 

 

                                                 
1 Eadie, John, A Commentary on the Greek Text of Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, 

(Birmingham: Solid Ground Christian Books, reprint 2005), Page 175. 


