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Philippians 3/ 2002 November

TO ATTAIN TO THE RESURRECTION

Philippians 3:1-21

Key Verse: 3:11

“…and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.”

Humility is not natural for a human being. It is against the instinct for survival. That is why no one enjoys the experience of being humiliated. Yet it is promoted in ethics and in most major religions. As we think of it, we notice that humility is promoted either to better society or to gain a better state of existence, whatever that may mean. There is no recognition of the value of humility itself even in the religions. Perhaps that is why most people interpret the teaching to be humble in Philippians chapter 2 as the passage to glory, a kind of sugar coating of the otherwise bitter pill.

But to a conscientious mind it is obvious that in chapter 2 Paul teaches his dear friends in Philippi to die for the sake of the gospel. He is not merely promoting the virtue of humility. Then we remember that that is the essence of the gospel teaching. We find numerous places where Jesus himself taught his people to die, for example, to Peter—who was well-intended but still just a big-mouth—in Mark 8:34-38. Why does the gospel teach us to die for the faith of the gospel and because of the gospel? We might even wonder if the gospel of Jesus is good news or bad news.

We come to the same question and same confusion even if we avoid those awkward questions and just entertain ourselves with the beauty of Jesus’ humility. We may even cry because he died on the cross and shed his life for our salvation. But we can’t enjoy the emotion and get stuck there if someone asks us what the salvation we are talking about is. The salvation which our Lord Jesus has brought to us, in view of Philippians, is that he has cleansed us, that in our life as well as in our death God will be revealed. That was true even in the case of Judas Iscariot. Though he himself was condemned, the grace of our Lord Jesus is illumined in proportion to his tragic story. In the story of the Eleven, we witness that God’s glory is revealed in all their experiences especially in the story of their failures, such as John 21, which was a humiliating record of the Apostle Peter. The story of his denial of his Lord, and the story of his inability to recognize the Lord, the record that he couldn’t understand Jesus’ teaching and much more would tag along with him even after he became a senior Apostle, actually the first Pope according to Catholics. But in the story of his failures we see the glory and the grace of our Lord more vividly.  Even more, in their own death, they glorified God as Christ did (Jn 21:19). Thank God that he has forgiven our sins. Thank God for the grace of our Lord Jesus, that he has sanctified us by shedding his life and has made us acceptable to God. We should work out our salvation. We shouldn’t mess it up. If we mess it up that is bad news to us only.

I.  I want to know Christ (3:1-11)

In a sense, Paul has already spoken in chapter 2 the point he wants to say to the Phillippian Christians: They had to die to their egos and live toward God.  Then there would be no problem. More than that, then the gospel would blossom and bear much fruit there. They would have complete joy along with their shepherd Paul knowing the full-scale picture of what the gospel that has saved them would achieve. They would enjoy a kind of friendship with God on a person to person basis. Perhaps that is why Paul added chapters 3 and 4 in which he talks about what the gospel is, in the reflection of it in his personal life experience in chapter 3, and in their lives in chapter 4.

He starts chapter 3 with an appeal to rejoice in the Lord. We remember that he repeatedly emphasized the appeal in the previous chapters such as in 1:3, 18, 26; 2:17,18. Why does he say it again? He says, “Finally, my brothers, 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.” In general, Paul is not repetitious. His words are rather concise and pregnant with profound meaning. Why does he again urge the Philippian Christians to rejoice? He does it because it is no trouble for him and because it is a safeguard for them. He means that there is nothing better, nothing more important for them. Not surprisingly in 4:4 he repeats the same teaching again, and there he even urges them to rejoice always. No one can rejoice all the time. But obviously the joy in the Lord must be always. To put it differently, in the Lord is the joy which is always.

We may begin by asking ourselves what makes us joyful in order to understand what it is or means to rejoice in the Lord.  We may think of many things, but the truth of our joy is that it fundamentally depends on us, not on the condition or the situation. Today’s psychology would never agree with it, but the joy in the Lord fundamentally depends on the Lord. We ourselves witnessed it in the study of the Minor Prophets. They rejoiced when their nation was going down through a tube, when they were pained about the failure of their people and their nation and their religion. Jesus our Lord taught the same joy to his disciples who did not like his prediction of his suffering and death. In a sense, only when a person learns to rejoice in the Lord does he begin a new life in Christ. Even the sky is not the limit as far as the size and the extent of the joy he would know. What if a person does not learn to rejoice in the Lord? I suppose he or she will be like Lot. He was saved, but just him. That is what the Bible says. Why is rejoicing in the Lord a safeguard for believers? It is because the Lord is the safeguard for believers. What if a believer puts aside the Lord and becomes self-obsessed? That person is vulnerable. How vulnerable? As much as Eve’s experience. We can understand now why Paul urged them to rejoice in the Lord repeatedly, and here again begins chapter 3 with the appeal. Let’s read it together with prayer that God may raise up some who rejoice in the Lord: “Finally, my brothers, 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.”

In reading the next verses we see that Paul is talking about what it is to rejoice in the Lord from different aspects. Paul says in 3:2-3 that to rejoice in the Lord is to live as the circumcision. I am aware that this expression is a bit weird. But I have to use the expression because that is what Paul says in verse 3. He says in verse 2, “Watch out for those dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh.” 

The term “dog” is used in the New Testament in the same sense as we use it today. The Jewish people called foreigners with the term in order to despise them (Mt 7:6; 15:27; Mk 7:27; Lk 16:21; Rev 22:15). Here Paul calls the Christian circumcisers, “dogs.” He means they made themselves despicable and godless by being obsessed with circumcision as if Christ’s cleansing of us is not enough. He also calls them “evildoers.” He means the Christian circumcisers destroy the Church and do evil in God’s eyes by their obsession. In the Covenant it is forbidden to damage our body. Even the tattoo is forbidden because of the reason that we can become unwholesome in God’s eyes. Paul calls the circumcisers the “mutilators of the flesh”. They can not be acceptable to God. Instead of cutting them off from the world and offering them to God, they slashed the skin of their body so that they could join their community as regular members. In today’s term Paul was comparing the circumcision to the like ritual of doing tattoo or cutting off your fingers to join the gang.

Why does Paul speak of the Christian circumcisers with such a harsh term? He says in verse 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.” We learn from the description that the worship by the Spirit of God implies circumcision. In order to worship God in Spirit and in the Gospel we cut off all earthly things and all human things from our hearts by God’s help in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Only in denial of all such things is there the preparation of the worship of God. When we sit down in the worship service being distracted we become “dogs”. We do evil. Only when Christ Jesus is our glory is there the worship of our God. If there creeps in our glory we taint the worship, actually defile it. If there we sit with confidence in the flesh, there will be judgment rather than worship. God will bring down the lofty and proud so that the person will worship God in humility. The Christian circumcisers lost their Christianity. They were not Jews, nor were they Christians. They were the salt who lost its saltiness. When we examine ourselves we recognize that we often shake off the identity of being the circumcision by the grace of our Lord and join the group of the circumcisers. The seriousness of these “mistakes” is that we deny the Lord by doing so. If we do we are worse than donkeys or the ass or the cows. We become male or female dogs.

The term to put “no confidence in the flesh” in verse 3b needs some explanation. So Paul explains what he means in verses 4-11 in two ways. He describes first in verses 4-6 what it is to have confidence in the flesh by his own example. He says, “—though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighty day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” The fact of his good upbringing was that his parents did a good job by circumcising him exactly on the eighth day. He was from the best cut even among the chosen people Israel. He was a Benjaminite, one of the two leading families of Judah, from which the first king of Judah, Saul came. It was like being a Bush or a Kennedy. In those days many Hellenized Jews couldn’t speak Hebrew. But Paul was one of the orthodox Jews who spoke Hebrew as his mother tongue. His racial superiority was not all. He himself was the cream of the crop of his times. He was a Pharisee, the people who separated themselves from childhood to keep the Mosaic Law. They kept the law as a matter of life and death. Paul was not just one of the Pharisees. He was the best student of Gamaliel, the most renowned Pharisee rabbi of the time. Paul was the highest achiever in regard to the law. He was so zealous for the God of Israel that he did not hesitate to persecute the church. We shouldn’t portray him as a contemporary red guard in China or the Nazi youths or the skin heads or the white supremacists. We should understand him as a kind of person in a Christian church who wouldn’t hesitate to fight against any wrongdoers in the church because of his zeal for the gospel. But he was different from those critical people in our times. He was faultless as to legalistic righteousness. He was not an average guy. He was the best of the best, the super-cut.

As we examine carefully the list of Paul’s reasons for “confidence in the flesh” in verses 4-6, however, we have a question about what he means to have “the confidence in the flesh”. He means that if God calls out to the world and asks if there is anyone who did a perfect job before God, that is, all through his life, he could claim to be one. We have to ask if we have confidence, what the reason of it and about what my confidence is. Unfortunately the confidence of many Christians is not about the quality to be acceptable to God. The reason of their confidence is mostly on their appearance, or their achievement in the world, or their salary, or on their illusion about themselves. Those things have nothing to do with God. Those who do not have much, or achieved much rely on their conviction.  Aren’t there many churchgoers today who are relying for salvation on just such grounds as Paul’s self-assessment of himself? Though it is a question of how many can claim perfection as he does here. He made a perfect score if going to the kingdom of God is like a test or an exam. Paul means he sought God with all his might and with all his life, with all his love and zeal, soul and mind. It was not just his good intention or his zeal which he claims here. He claims that he had made it to be acceptable to God as far as he could see. We shouldn’t belittle him as if he were a brainless legalist. Rather he was a God seeker, the most serious kind. God loves people like him. We should pray for such a people.

If Paul could say he did all good and excellent work as a believer of God, why did he give up all his achievement totally? He did it for the sake of Christ.  He says in verses 7 and 8, “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I 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…” What does Paul imply with the word “profit” in verse 7a? He means that those qualities are always considered a plus. He means even Christians want to have some human reason to be confident about their worth and to be assured of their salvation. Even Christians want to feel good about what they did. In what way were the things listed in verses 5-6 to Paul’s profit? They were not. Paul just considered it so. Those who consider his or her “profit” are the people who deal their salvation with God. One day they would feel good about themselves and another day they would feel bad about their achievement. In their calculation they will get old and will never even taste salvation. They will consider their profit. They will find that they lose everything.

But Paul considered things differently ever since he met Christ. He considered those profitable things loss. He became worse as time passed. He now considers everything a loss. What happened to Paul for the sake of Christ? When he was converted and became a Christian all his credentials and achievement and qualities became of no use. In the Christian community no one recognized him because he was circumcised on the eighth day, or because he spoke Hebrew fluently, or behaved with intelligence and novelty, or made no mistakes. He was called by the ex-fisherman Peter as one of the brothers. He was just one of those ordinary people who were made of Jews and Gentiles. Humanly speaking he was demoted. However, having lost all things for the sake of Christ in such a way, what obviously has Paul learned according to his expression in verse 8? He learned that knowing Christ Jesus is the surpassing greatness. We should take note that he is not complaining that he is going to lose his life. Nor is he speaking of the value of the knowledge. He is saying that knowing Christ Jesus himself is the surpassing greatness. If it is not to my profit, if for its sake I lose everything, what is the greatness of knowing Christ? What does it mean that knowing Christ is of  “surpassing” greatness?  

We find the answer in verses 8b-9. He says, “…that I may gain Christ 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.” Knowing Christ is described as gaining Christ, or being found in Christ in verses 8b and 9. In light of what he said in the previous passages knowing Christ may be understood as confirming the gospel of Jesus Christ in our life experience of becoming nothing or dying for the sake of the gospel (1:20; 2:7). The righteousness that comes through faith in Christ is contrasted to the legalistic righteousness in verse 6b. Even if Paul had done nothing wrong, faultless before God and men, and yet imprisoned, he prayed that Christ may be exalted in his body by God who has sanctified him. It didn’t matter whether he would be proved guilty in the court and so executed for no reason or be released being proved right. He did not want to lose sight of Christ who walks with him. He did not want to forget Christ who has been with him all through his life. That was all he was concerned about. He would worship God with thanks and praises just by thinking of Christ Jesus, and remembering the truth of the amazing grace that he is forgiven and that he has become an acceptable offering to reveal God’s righteousness and Christ’s grace in the matter of the ignorance and sin of the world. What would people around him think of such an attitude? Some may think him insane as Festus the Roman governor who tried him said (Ac 26:24). Others were moved as the many palace guards and the brothers did (1:14). But Paul was not distracted.

There is condition by which one gains Christ and is found in him according to Paul’s description of it in verses 8b and 9. That person has nothing with which he claims his own righteousness. Rather that person loses everything for the sake of Christ. That is the only condition by which one gains Christ. It may sound too radical and extreme. But the condition described explains why everything is a loss and that they are rubbish. One shouldn’t have a righteousness of his own that comes from the law in addition to the righteousness that is bestowed on him by God through Christ. Just imagine the offering of a one year old ewe lamb which met all the requirements of the law in the Hebrew religion. If the person who offered the animal used hydrogen peroxide to make the hair of the animal whiter and trimmed the hair to make the animal cleaner and in better shape, what would God say of him and his offering? The offering is considered as defiled and unclean. Everything else other than Christ is rubbish.

Last week someone told me that I am nothing. So I answered that I may deny myself and make myself nothing but she shouldn’t say I am nothing. She said that I don’t need to make myself nothing because I am nothing. Then I argued that I may be nothing but I had a right idea and clear thinking. She said that those things are nothing as well. Then I realized that I may be right in my eyes but God sees only Christ when he sees me. So I threw away the garbage from my mind though reluctantly. Then I could sing the Lord’s prayer.

How does Paul sum up in verses 10-11 the truth to know Christ or to gain Christ or to be found in him? He says, “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, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” This is simply an overwhelming statement. We feel like we understand it when we read it. Then the next moment we get lost. But let’s try to have a grasp of what Paul is talking about. 

Paul is not just happy and self-contented because of Christ’s love. He wants to know Christ who loves him. He was given a new life by the love of Christ. He was healed. He grew up in the love of Christ. Now he wants to love Christ who loves him. No one can know Christ or love him. We by ourselves can only be known by Christ and be loved by Christ. But Paul learned that in Christ a mere man can know Christ in person and love Christ in person. What is “the power” of Christ’s resurrection? We may say Paul is referring to God the Almighty, the Creator, who we can only refer to in view of the mystery of the vast universe and of our existence, who, however, has revealed himself when he raised Christ the dead. Paul is saying that being forgiven of our sin and therefore cleansed and sanctified means we are given access to God himself. He expressed the very idea as “to attain to the resurrection from the dead” in verse 11. We shouldn’t think of him like those rich people who froze themselves for the day when they could be raised to life by a scientific miracle in the coming years. No. Paul did not desire to live forever. He wants to become one with Christ. We have no idea of what it is. He himself doesn’t know what it is. So he used the word “somehow” in verse 11. 

Though he knows that he is talking about what he doesn’t know, yet he has a definite reason to be sure of what he hopes for and be certain of what he does not see. What was that? They were Jesus’ suffering and Jesus’ death and its effect on him. Jesus’ suffering is true and his death is a known fact. When Paul confronted all the Laws and the Prophets by depending on Christ Jesus and his claim leaving behind all his own righteousness and reasons and ideas, he was awakened to God. Then he understood that he who could never claim God, or could claim to see God face to face, has become God’s own. That was not all. Just as God made his own Son a sacrifice of atonement, he has given Paul the fellowship to share Christ’s suffering. Paul was honored along with Christ to be a co-sufferer for God’s name. We may still ask why suffering or dying is such an amazing grace no matter what the reason behind it is. Paul knew that by joining Christ in God’s grace he is going to get God. What is that, someone may ask? All we can say at this point is that it is more than to gain the whole world (Mk 8:36). Paul described the mystery as hope in Romans 8:24.

If Paul gave up all his desires for himself, what is the truth of the desire to know Christ or to attain to the resurrection? Isn’t it a self-serving desire? How is he different from the Stoics of his time, idealists, who denounce themselves, or from those who denounce all traditional value systems? His desire was for Christ. Only Christ loves God and only God loves Christ and it was Christ who lives in Paul. Paul’s desire to know Christ was from God’s life given to him when he was cleansed. But we may still ask what is good about being raised from the dead? As some make fun of it will be really boring, an endless torture because we can not quit. We should read verse 11 carefully. Paul wants to attain to the resurrection. I hope we outgrow the self-contentment childhood of our Christian life through the study of Philippians. I pray that God may raise some who want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death to attain to God.

II.  I press on toward the goal (3:12-21)

Perhaps Paul was concerned that his readers might misunderstand that he had already obtained all this because of his surpassing insight regarding salvation. So he says in 3:12-14, “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”

We may ask if he did not possess or achieve what the ground or source or trustworthiness of his insight is. He answers us to look at the gospel of Christ Jesus which is given to all of us. What concern still dominates his thoughts even after he has “grown up” in the knowledge of salvation and become “mature”? He is seeking Christ. How in consequence does he live and for what?  He would press on. He would strain toward what is ahead. Will he ever get what he wants? If not, why does he “strain” toward the goal where he knew he would never reach in his life time? Paul answers the enigmatic questions in verses 15-16. “All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you. Only let us live up to what we have already attained.” His answer is an answer only to those who know what we have already attained. What is it that which we “have already attained”? When you answer the question you know what Paul was running after in such desperation.

We learn from his words that we are given the access and the guarantee to attain to the resurrection. We also learn from his words in verses 12-16 that the resurrection is alive only to those who forget what is behind and continue to strain toward what is ahead. We should keep on growing by God’s help. Someone said in our senior staff meeting that we already know all that we need to know. Therefore we need to do something for the gospel work in the US and in the world. But then he realized that he knew only what he knew. Christ Jesus is more than his knowledge of him, and the Bible is the everlasting fountain. When we learn the Bible for the first time we are humble. After we learn some we become argumentative. After thirty-five we push aside the struggle with the ambiguous things and uncertain things such as the question about what sin is or the forgiveness of it is, what salvation is and so on. We learn to get by with some small but real pleasure in life. We slow down and become wise because we know what we need to know, though we may not know everything. Let us live up to what we have already attained. Let’s read 3:16. May this message in 3:16 encourage the mature and the still young as well, that they may get up and press on toward Christ Jesus by dying everyday.

We find in verses 17-19 that when we stop growing we become enemies of the cross of Christ. That is why Paul encourages us to live up to what we have already attained. He says, “Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you. For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things.” Paul is referring to the Christian circumcisers as the enemies of the cross of Christ. Somewhere else he describes them as those who “have been alienated from Christ,” who “have fallen away from grace” (Gal 5:6). The circumcisers were sensitive about kosher food. Paul said their god is their stomach. As we learn from Noah’s story in Genesis nakedness is considered as shame. The circumcisers didn’t mind becoming naked in order to be circumcised. So Paul says their glory is in their shame. In summary their mind is on earthly things, such as on food or circumcision. Their intention is in the destruction of the church (Ro 16:18). Since the gospel can not be destroyed their destiny is in their own destruction. In Romans 16:18 Paul describes them as those who serve their appetite. Serving our own ideas, serving our own appetite is contrasted to serving Christ. We learn from the example of the Christian circumcisers we get stuck to the present, to ourselves, to food and to the earthly things when we lose sight of Christ.

In verses 20-21 Paul encourages those distracted to remember the hope that is given in Christ Jesus. He says, let’s read them together, “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” Nothing was wrong about circumcision. It was a good practice which was commanded by God. Kosher food is good. God specified the food instruction in the Bible. The circumcisers meant to be good in God’s eyes. The only problem they had, however, was that they were hopeless. To be more accurate, they didn’t take Christ as their hope. They did not believe in the resurrection. They were not Christians. We need to ask ourselves what my goal is and if I have hope. We should ask what the hope is and what the ground of that hope is. We shouldn’t given in to despair because we are living in lowly bodies being subject to all kinds of temptations and distractions. We should learn to wait for the Savior in every circumstance. Then we will see that he is the Savior, indeed. We should learn to die to our despair that we may rise up and press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called us heavenward in Christ Jesus. The word “strain” in verse 13 implies that the effort is taxing on us. It implies that we can get injured on the course. Will we give up because the danger? We may live in this lowly body today and so are subject to all kinds of temptations and humiliation. Only let Christ be shining his face to you. May he be your hope, the shining hope, to defy all this darkness around you.

