Philippians 3:1-11

When I think about my past, the first days after my conversion seem to me the most beautiful moments in my life. After long, gray months of seeking in vain the truth in different groups and even sects, after total disappointment in so called authorities, after a long period of nihilism, I have experienced the most radical and wonderful change in my life. Suddenly everything looked different, better, more colorful. Evangelization, prayer, knowing God became my top priorities. It seemed to me that I would be able to convert the whole world…well, maybe with a help of a few friends. I kept talking about God everywhere: at home, in school, among my friends. I went to every possible Christian camp and conference, I knew about. It didn’t really matter that others thought I was crazy. It seemed that there was nothing I could not do. Maybe in all this I was a bit crazy, maybe my zeal darkened my reason, maybe my new found faith was a bit naïve, maybe …but to tell the truth I was ready then to give anything to Christ without hesitation. In one moment he became the most important person in my life.

However, some time after that, my Christianity started losing its glow. I understood, that I wasn’t able to save all the people around. Some of my former friends turned away from me. They didn’t like my excessive zeal. They were bored with my “preaching”, annoyed with my passion for Christ. I had problems with my parents at home – they did not really understand me. Similarly my teachers. At the end I realized that life was going on as it used to. Nothing really had changed. School, work, home, everything was the same …and God was silent again. No angels, no earthquakes after my prayers, no resurrections …just a gray existence. After some time my Christianity became routine, just like school and other responsibilities. Sure, I still attended services, read the Bible and even studied theology. However God slowly, without my really noticing it, became simply the object of my studies. I was still the most important person, God was just an object, the basis for my system of thought. What was worse, I really did not take time to stop in the midst of all this and to think what was going on. God was just an idea, a cliché and I slowly started going back to my old value system.

I am sure, this story is not anything special, nor specially heretical …for, life with God is not an idyll here. Not yet. I suppose that each of us has experienced something like this, maybe is experiencing it at the moment, or will sooner or later. Let’s think. Where and who are we today? Are we still exactly as we used to be during our first days with God? Is our passion for God still driving us, burning us? Or maybe our work, career, school, family or daily problems have taken the place that belongs to God? Maybe all these things around us stifle our first love? Life goes on very fast. It’s so difficult to keep pace with all these matters that take place and evolve around us. It’s so difficult to stop and rethink it all. However, it’s so easy to loose the true meaning of Christianity, the most important thing for us. That is why we have to stop from time to time and ask ourselves once again this fundamental question: what is truly the most important thing for me? Where is my treasure?

Probably the small church in Philippi was threatened by similar problems. Maybe it was struggling with something like this when the apostle Paul wrote his famous letter to the believers in this town. So far it was a small but very active and generous church. Believers from Philippi many times had supported Paul during his mission trips and were a wonderful example for other Christians scattered through out the Roman Empire. However now, around 57 A.D. a serious threat of legalism occurred there, as in other churches. This legalism meant subordination to certain norms of the Jewish Law. Under the influence of some teachers, especially those of Jewish origin, Old Testament Law was about to rule Christian life, …to take the place of God. The apostle Paul, aware of the seriousness of the situation, writes a letter and devotes almost an entire chapter to describing the whole problem. He also gives his own example to show how Christ has changed or – better – revolutionized his own life. Now, everything is rubbish compared to Christ. He is Paul’s most precious treasure.

Let us open our Bibles to the third chapter of the Epistle to the Philippians. Let’s read verses 1 to 11 and try to find a few fundamental principles that we could apply in our own life. I am using the NIV version.

1.Finally my brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same thing to you again, and it is a safeguard for you.

2.Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh. 3.For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh – 4.though I myself have reasons for such confidence.

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5.circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Isarel, 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 legalistic righteousness, faultless.

7. But whatever was to my profit I considered loss for the sake of Christ. 8.What is more, I now consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9.and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11.and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.

Verses 1 to 3 form a kind of introduction to the author’s main argument of. In the 2nd verse he warns the addressees against legalists – the main threat at the time. The apostle Paul uses here very strong comparisons. Very strong words. Sarcastically he calls them dogs, the pejorative term used for pagans, mutilators which could be probably translated as castrators, people who do evil work by distorting the gospel. Paul’s language is very precise and straight forward here. When it is needed Paul knows how to use strong words (Think of the Epistle to Galatians). It is easy to imagine Paul as choleric extravert, not easy to live with (Did he have a wife?). 

However, Paul has good reason here for being painfully frank. He understands well the situation of the Christianity of the time. This is the moment when the early church is building its identity, when it is applying the resolutions of the first apostolic council (Acts 15) stating that Christians of pagan origin do not have to become Jews by undergoing circumcision or other rituals. They can stay who they are and become Christians simply by accepting Christ as their Lord and living according to the Gospel. There is no need however to come back under the Law. Actually they can’t go back under the Law in terms of the Old Testament, since the whole situation in the History of Salvation has changed. Christ died on the cross. The Holy Spirit has been given to the Church. It means something. It’s changed something.

So now, in verse 3, the apostle Paul contrasts what he just said with the real spiritual status of Christians. He says, paraphrasing: “You do not have anything to do with legalism, because you belong to a completely different reality. Once you were  beggars, but now you have been moved to a palace. Now you possess a new, special citizenship and special privileges. You are not who you used to be. Do not let others clothe you in your old garments”. Here, in verse 3, Paul refers to the Old Testament rite of circumcision and states that now we, as believers, are God’s special people, chosen according to his grace. As such we have received God’s Spirit when we became Christians. He works in our hearts, helps us, inspires us to life with God. On the other hand, everything that we have so graciously received, comes from Christ. He rescued us from the hegemony of sin and death, when he died on the cross. Therefore he is worthy of our worship. He died where you and I should die. He is our most precious treasure. At the same time “flesh”, a metaphorical description of what we were before our conversion and everything that is so important in the world separated from God …this ”flesh” has lost its meaning and significance. It has ceased to be the foundation of our life.

This statement becomes the basis for Paul’s main argument, where he gives his own example of fully trusting in Christ and not “in the flesh”. He basically says: nothing is important compared to Christ. He revolutionized my world, my value system. Everything else is rubbish. Developing this argument Paul draws a particular contrast between his past life and now, and particalarly between his old value system and the new one. Let us take a closer look at it.

In verses 4 to 6 Paul describes his past life as “rubbish” (szambo), as he later defines it. Actually he had really impressive grounds for trusting in “the flesh”. I can imagine Paul, who boldly straightens up, thinking of his past. Not everybody could then, in that world, have such references. He certainly would not have any problems getting a good job. 

Circumcised on the eighth day, according to the commandment of the Torah and ancient tradition. He wasn’t a mere proselyte, a filthy pagan who became a Jew, a second class citizen of the holy society.

No, from his earliest ancestors he belongs to Israel and is proud of it. It is one of the motifs that occurs several times in Paul’s Epistles.  Let’s think of Romans 9. He is a Jew and openly, he is proud of the fact. There is nothing wrong with such pride.

He comes from the tribe of Benjamin, which is the smallest one, but one of the most important among the tribes. It’s situated close to Jerusalem and the Temple. Paganism had had almost no influence on Benjamin, something noteworthy in the history of ancient Israel.

He is a Hebrew of the Hebrews. A pure blooded Jew. Not even a drop of pagan blood is in his veins. 

Paul simply has the best references possible in that world. It’s really difficult to imagine a better list of privileges in Jewish society. A society where origin significantly determined social status.

Also Paul’s attitude before his conversion was highly regarded in the eyes of orthodox Jews, of the Jerusalem establishment, of the Sanhedrin. What could be more admired at that time than the persecution of hated Christians. Those, who opposed the Only God of the Torah, who multiply like rats, those who believed in a carpenter. 

This was exactly Paul’s attitude, when for the first time we meet him as the young, zealous Saul from Tarsus in the Acts of the Apostles. A fanatical Jew, fanatically anti-Christian, a mob leader, believing that the death of Stephen was God’s will and that the destruction of Christianity was his personal vocation.

Paul was really highly regarded by the Sanhedrin. It is easy to imagine all these old men, old, respected Jews in Jerusalem thinking of Saul with respect and predicting that this young man would have a great career. “O yeah, God must be behind him. We must to keep an eye on him”.

We can try to draw an analogy between Paul and us. True, not everybody has such good references as Paul had. Not all of us are highly regarded in society just because of who we are. Anyway, the ancient world is very different from our contemporary, pluralistic, postmodern, post-Christian society. Well, to tell the truth, my Polish world is very different from your American society.

However, each of us or almost each of us, like Paul, has some reasons to be proud “in the flesh”: fame, career, intellect, skills, possessions, outlook, and so on. Isn’t it normal that we build our own prestige in the eyes of our society? Even if not worldwide fame – not all of us can, maybe at least a small, local reputation, at least the esteem of our friends? Maybe there is nothing wrong with it? However, the question is, how important these things are for us and what we do with them? Do we keep them for ourselves and our own good, or do we try to serve with them, use them for other people’s good …for God?

Meeting with Christ – as we read in verses 7-11 – radically changed Paul’s value system. What meant so much for him became nothing, even though he still used some of those things in his missionary work.

Expressing himself in very strong, almost vulgar language Paul boldly states that everything that built up his prestige in Jewish society he has definitely rejected. Everything once so important has become to him as – quoting – excrement, stinking, filthy, disgusting. Things that no one wants to touch. 

I remember my first visit to the States and Canada in 1994. For the first time in my life I saw a skunk. Beautiful black and white animal. Small, shiny eyes. Soft, delicate fur. It was lying by the road …dead. No matter how nice it looked, it stank beyond imagination. The stench was just choking, almost killing. Sticking to a person. Filling the car. Even after some time it was still almost impossible to breath. I can still remember this stench. 

For Paul earthly privileges are something like this. Maybe they look nice, maybe they feel nice …but really, they stink. Building one’s prestige on it, is like handling a skunk. 

Well, let’s think about us again and all these things that are so important around us. Do they really mean nothing compared to Christ? Can we honestly say so?

I think about Job and his fate. He lost everything and everybody: sons, daughters, possessions, health, friends, social status. He became a virtual nobody. “Curse God and die” seemed to be wise advice in his situation. What else could he expect? Another disease? …but, at the end of the story he states that his suffering was worth it, it was worth to losing everything and becoming nobody to meet God and– even then still not having all the answers – to be then able to say: “I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted… Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. …My ears had heard of you but now eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes”.

It is not always easy. Sometimes it’s difficult. Fame, prestige, esteem, even this small, local esteem we enjoy – is tempting. I know it from my own experience. However the alternative is something much greater than fame, power, prestige, money or even the most noble honors. 

Let us look at verses 8b to 11, where Paul moves from his past to the present and describes what is important for him now, what is his contemporary value system. Now he confesses: Christ is my most precious treasure. 

The alternative to the world is knowing Christ. A special relationship. Meeting with him face to face. When Paul describes it, he uses – interestingly enough – economic terminology. Like in trade. In this whole exchange, in this whole revolution in his life, Christ becomes the greatest possible gain. He is like a most beautiful diamond, like the pearl in the parable, it is worth selling everything, to lose everything to have it. Paul understood this truth in one moment on the road to Damascus, when God’s light struck him so he fell to his knees. From this moment on Paul started giving up everything that so far had built his world.

It wasn’t easy, as it never is easy to abandon the past. Sometimes we – at least I – think of the apostle Paul as a super human, an embodiment of Christian happiness. Almost Christian semi-God, a super hero just like Achilles with armored heel or Prometheus with an iron liver. Well, life with God is beautiful, but it is not an idyll yet. It’s a real dialog not chit-chat, cheap grace. It’s more like cutting diamond or sculpturing, where – using C.S.Lewis’ metaphor – God like an artist extracts a beautiful statue out of mere stone. The whole process of cutting out pieces hurts but it leads to a perfect result. Life with God is not an easy task if it is to lead us to real holiness, not just hedonistic happiness. Dietrich Bonhoeffer once said: “When Christ calls a man, he calls him to come and die”. Paul understood it on the road to Damascus – he then began the process of giving up everything to God.

Now, after thirty years, unsure of his future, tired, persecuted, Paul writes from a prison, probably in Rome, and refers to this event that happened many years earlier. However, nothing has changed. Isn’t it amazing? Paul still believes that it was worth losing everything to gain Christ, to receive the status of righteousness from God, to get to know the power of Christ’s resurrection and take part in his sufferings – as he says in verse 10. Christ is his most precious treasure, he is the absolute basis of Paul’s value system.

Most of all he received the status of righteousness. It wasn’t a decision of human powers, nothing like the Sanhedrin referring the concept of righteousness to the norms of the Mosaic Law. Paul has not earned it through his missionary activity nor by fulfilling some special ecclesiastical requirements, just as he used to do earlier, when fanaticism, legalism, absolute faithfulness to the Sanhedrin guaranteed him the status of a “righteous person” in Jewish society of that day.  

God’s forgiveness – this is true righteousness, based on faith and trust in God, not on human achievements.

Now Paul lives experiencing the same power of God that raised Christ from the dead. It helps him to live a new life. It strengthens him and helps him to carry on in these difficult times. He lives on in the light of his special experience of God on the road to Damascus and all the other experiences of God’s power that he has had.

Who of us does not know this mysterious peace when everything around falls down, when the world seems to crash. I think of Joni Erickson and her wonderful smile, and Mother Teresa and her love for others, and the Pope, who even though in so much pain, continues his mission. Each of us, I believe, has experienced God’s power in some such way.

What is more, as Paul participates in Christ’s sufferings, he reflects more and more the one who died on the cross. The apostle Paul is writing from prison, but he probably has in mind other kinds of sufferings. Being in prison is for him mainly another chance to proclaim the gospel. Isn’t this what he is talking about in the first chapters of the Epistle? When speaking suffering he probably has in mind the way to holiness. …and he does not becoming a god/divine being according to eastern patterns nor anything like this. He rather refers to a goal set up by God: “be holy as I am holy” and to the standard of holiness given by Christ through his life and death.

Striving for holiness is not an easy task. Sometimes it reminds me of the sufferings of Sisyphus. Endlessly pushing a stone up a hill, and when near to the top it always falls back down. Sometimes it reminds us of trying to get out of a labyrinth where the walls keep moving. Sometimes it seems like a monolog. The other side is silent. However, Paul assures that, no matter how hard, this striving is already victorious. 

Paul sees himself as closer and closer to Christ. His death becomes more and more real.

Isn’t it amazing that for Paul even sufferings and death, if they are for Christ have special value and are much more precious than his previous, comfortable life. How important Christ must have been to him. Can we imagine this zeal, this devotion, some would say fanaticism. … maybe sufferings and persecutions, which he is undergoing are for him a sign of the real activity of God in his life?

Let us review all these ideas. This old, tired man is writing most probably from a Roman prison. His mission is slowly coming to the end. He has just a few years left and he feels it. However, he still says with real passion: “Christ revolutionized my life. He is my most precious treasure.” This thesis the apostle Paul develops in three main parts of the discourse:

· First of all, he describes his old value system in verses 4-6,

· Then, in verses 7-8 he shows that everything has become rubbish in comparison with Christ, 

· Finally, he underlines that Christ is his most precious treasure, the absolute base for his new value system.

Let’s think. Paul had a really wonderful preparation for becoming someone important, famous, rich, but in a sense he gave up all of it when Christ stood in his way. Paul exalted him in his life beyond everything else… and this is not mere a cliché. Take a look at his life. From a strictly human perspective he lost everything. Nobody respected him in the country any more. He lost his prestige and everyone’s esteem. No chance for a future career in a government in Jerusalem. He became nobody. Just like a fugitive, on whose head there was a great price. No home. No family. No safe place. Like an animal – we say in Polish. However, after 30 years of such a life, Paul writes that it was worth it. It was worth sacrificing everything and considering trash all this previous life with its attractions in order to gain Christ, to receive God’s righteousness, to get to know the power of resurrection and of Christ’s sufferings. This is what is truly important for Paul now, because this is the way of resurrection. Christ indeed has revolutionized his life.

Let as think for a moment about ourselves. Each of us or almost each of us has once experienced such a moment, when God struck us down to our knees. Maybe this happened as spectacularly as in Paul’s case, when God’s light literally struck him down. Maybe God came to us in a less dramatic way, as to Peter  and said: come to me. Maybe he just came and pulled us behind him.

Most of us, I believe, have experienced such a moment, when we met God and fell to our knees with tears in our eyes, and confessed: “Please, help me. Take my life in your hands. I will not and cannot live only for myself anymore. Help.” And he came, and he saved us. Do we still remember this moment?

How does it relate to our life today, after years, months, weeks or maybe days of  “walking” with God? Can we still frankly say that Christ is the most precious treasure in our life and everything else is just rubbish? Has he really revolutionized our lives? Or maybe all these things around us have extinguished our previous desires? Maybe the desire of wealth, fame …or maybe daily problems, work, family have taken place that once belonged to God?

Now, today it is high time to stop for a while in the chaos of our existence. Now is the time to ask ourselves these questions and answer them. Tomorrow it may be too late.

I suggest that today, during our evening prayer, quiet time or those few moments of contemplation before going to bed, we think, what is truly the most important thing in our lives. In other words, where do we stand, where is our heart? If you still have this first love that burns within you, thank God, because this is the most wonderful treasure that one can have. If not, it is high time for changes. God is not a puppet, he is not to play with.

Thinking about all these things, let us remember two things:

· to be called by Christ means to give him everything, 

· the most precious treasure is Christ. Meeting him must change our life.
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