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Introduction 
 Over the coming weeks, we are going to be answering the question, “Why Priory?”  Why does Priory 

matter?  What does Priory do?  Why are we here?  Over the years we’ve developed a number of statements to 

help us clarify these questions.  The first we are going to look at is our “calling.”  Our calling here at Priory is 

“By the power of Christ, to transform the city of Guelph.” This is what God has called us to do by the very 

nature of our being a church in the city of Guelph.  All churches can rightfully say that they are called to 

transform their city.  Many churches would not say that. Many would not be looking that far beyond their own 

walls.  But I believe every church is called to transform the community in which they live. 

 But transforming the city of Guelph seems huge.  It seems beyond our ability to do, especially as a small 

church.  That can be intimidating.  On the one hand, thinking in terms of the whole city is vitally important. It 

reminds us that we are called to do our work in the power of Christ. It is not in our power to transform the city. It 

is in Christ’s power!  In addition, it reminds us that we have a responsibility to the people around us, not just 

within these walls, but our whole city.  It helps keep us from becoming totally self-centred as a church. 

 But on the other hand, it can seem too large and daunting that it discourages us.  It doesn’t tell us what we 

are to do today or tomorrow.  It can also be confusing as to the methods or means we are to use in order to 

accomplish that transformation.  Are we supposed to take over city hall?  Are we to repaint all the houses in the 

city?  What are we to do? 

 Today we are going to help clarify the means by which we are to transform Guelph through Christ’s 

power.  City transformation begins with individual transformation.  Our goal is to influence our entire city, 

but that begins one person at a time. 

 Before Christmas I was reading something by Ravi Zacharias and I realized it’s something I always take 

for granted, but many people do not.  Ravi points out that all political theories and most religions are top down in 

nature.  “Politics works from the top down, whether we talk about capitalism, Communism or Fascism.  All 

three begin with an ideology of how a nation should be set up, and the citizens of that nation are governed 

accordingly….  This is also true of most religions.” [Ravi Zacharias, Has Christianity Failed You?, p. 188]  This 

is often the approach we take to changing a city, or even a nation. We think that by instituting new policies or laws 

that we will transform the nation. 

 But this is not how Christianity works. Ravi goes on to point out that Jesus was adamant and deliberate in 

not setting up a political system or holding political position. [pic] In contrast with top down change, “in the 

gospel message, the beginning of change occurs in the heart of each individual.  This heart change makes a 

difference in the home, then in the community, and ultimately the nation – and in turn it shapes the future of a 

cultural ethos.” [Zacharias, p. 188]  He also puts it well in terms of the layers or rings of effect: the home, the 

community and ultimately the nation.  For our purposes, we can think of it in terms of the individual, the 

household, the neighbourhood and the city.   

 We are not called, as a church, to enter politics, to take over city hall or to try to transform the city through 

the mayor’s office.  Instead, we are called, as a church, to work on individuals.  We are called to cooperate with 

the Holy Spirit to see individuals transformed through the power of Christ.  We are also called to encourage 

individuals who have found Christ to let their transformation change their household.  As our households are 

transformed, we are called to transform our neighbourhoods.  As a church, we can help people in our 

congregation think in terms of allowing their household transformation to shape their neighbourhood.  Through 

this “flow” of change, we will see our city transformed. 

Context 
 So if all this transformation begins with the individual, what does that individual transformation look like?  

What does it mean for the power of Christ to transform an individual?  One of the best examples of such a 
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transformation is found in Paul as we see in the NT.  Paul, the “Apostle to the Gentiles,” author of numerous 

books in the NT and the man who spearheaded the spread of the gospel throughout the Roman Empire, didn’t start 

out a follower of Christ!  One of the reasons his example of transformation is such a good one is that it is so 

thorough.   

 So who was Paul?  First, his birth name was Saul.  It was in the context of working with Greek speaking 

seekers that he became known as Paul.  Saul grew up in the city of Tarsus, a Greek city far away from Jerusalem.  

Saul was the son of a Pharisee and grew up to be a Pharisee himself.  The Pharisees were very strict in observing 

the Jewish religious laws.  As such, when Paul was a little boy, he would not have been allowed to develop 

friendships with Gentile children, that is with non-Jewish boys and girls.  He was a Jew living in a Greek city 

and all his friends had to be Jewish too. [Charles Swindoll, Paul, p. 5]   

 Saul would have grown up going to school to learn about his Jewish culture and history, including learning 

the OT.  Saul likely grew up speaking Hebrew, which most Jews didn’t learn if they lived outside Judea. But 

Saul’s parents were Pharisees, and they would have made sure he learned the language of his heritage. 

 Saul excelled in school.  As he grew older, his classmates would have dropped out of school in order to 

learn their family businesses.  But Saul’s father was a Pharisee, which meant the Bible was important to their 

family, so in addition to learning the family business of making tents, Saul was also encouraged to keep at the 

books. [pic] Saul’s studying paid off and eventually he had the opportunity to learn under one of the most famous 

and prestigious scholars of his generation- Gamaliel!  Gamaliel himself was the grandson of the famous Hillel, 

the great scholar of the age.  Gamaliel was a senior member of the Jewish ruling council during Jesus’ day, the 

Sanhedrin.  Although these names don’t mean a lot to us today, for Saul this was a big deal!  To put this in 

contemporary terms, it was like studying physics with Stephen Hawkings.  

 It was Saul’s strict religious background and upbringing that made him so passionate about God and 

God’s word.  When he saw these things threatened by early Christians, he went wild with anger! He stood by 

proudly at the first execution of a Christian, the martyr Stephen. He used his influence with the Sanhedrin to go 

and arrest Christians, to have them thrown in jail, beaten and even executed in an attempt to get them to recant 

their faith and deny Jesus.  

 [Pic] Then, while going to the city of Damascus to arrest more Christians, Saul was confronted by the 

risen Jesus, who asked Saul why he was persecuting him?  Saul was struck blind by the encounter, but was 

healed a few days later.  This encounter with Jesus was the beginning of Saul’s transformation.  But that 

transformation continued over the years as he got to know Jesus more and more. 

 Keeping this change in mind, let’s now turn to our text for today, taken from the book of Philippians.  

This is a letter Paul wrote to the Christians in Philippi.  One thing we know about the church there is that there 

were very few Jews in Philippi, so most of the Christians in the church were Gentile converts. But Paul is warning 

them against the dangerous false teaching that in order to be a good Christians, one has to become a Jew, including 

being circumcised.  Let’s read our text. 

***Text Philippians 3:1-11 

Observations 
 Now, there is a whole lot going on in these verses.  I could easily preach for three weeks on these 11 

verses and still not cover everything that is there.  So we are going to zero in on what this passage tells us about 

Paul’s transformation and how that can shape our understanding of personal transformation as well.  That being 

said, as we go through this passage, I want you to realize that it is rich with meaning that we are not going to take 

the time to explain.  I don’t want to appear to be “cherry picking” from the text.  We will have to leave some of 

the deeper truths of this text for another time. 

 Let us begin by making some observations from the text.  To begin with, in verse 1 Paul says, to “rejoice 

in the Lord.”  Rejoice is an activity, not a feeling.  To rejoice means to verbalize with praise and singing. 

[Gordon Fee, Philippians, p. 291]  Rejoicing is something you do, not just something you feel.  Why does this 

matter?  Because we are to rejoice in all circumstances, including crummy circumstances when we likely don’t 

“feel” like rejoicing.  Paul is saying, essentially, find your joy in Jesus, not other things, and you will always be 

able to rejoice. 

 Let me ask you, where do you find your joy?  What are you proud of?  What brings you joy in your 
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life?  At the heart of it, this is what we are talking about in terms of transformation.  When we are transformed 

by the power of Christ, where we find our joy changes.  Before our transformation, we find joy in our work, or 

our schooling, or in our family, or our job or in success.  We find joy in our friends, our toys, our hobbies.  But 

Paul is saying that we need to base our joy in Jesus because He is the only thing that matters in the end.  He is the 

only thing that will not be shaken and cannot be taken away from us! 

 The next paragraph, verses 2-3, are his warning against the lie that to be a Christian one needs to become 

a Jew.  Paul warns against those “mutilators” of the flesh, a reference to circumcision, the Jewish sign of 

belonging to God’s people.  In contrast, Paul says it is “we who are the circumcision.”  It is interesting that Paul 

says “we” when he, himself, is circumcised!  So what does this mean?  He is saying that the true people of God 

are Christians, those who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the 

flesh.  So the signs of being part of God’s people are worshipping in the Spirit and glorying or rejoicing in Christ 

Jesus. 

 Paul says that we are not to put our confidence in the flesh.  The word flesh brings up different images for 

us than for Paul.  When we think of flesh in terms of Christianity, we often think of sinful behaviour, like sexual 

immorality, or drunkenness or anger.  And in other places, Paul uses the word that way, contrasting life in the 

flesh with life in the Spirit.  But if you look at the next few verses, we see that Paul has something different in 

mind here.  Over the next few verses, from 4-6, Paul gives his personal reasons to have confidence in his flesh.  

And these have nothing to do with sinful behaviour.  In fact, they are the exact opposite! 

 Paul lists his religious qualifications and achievements as his reasons to put his confidence in the 

flesh.  These were the things in which Paul rejoiced because he believed these were the things that made God 

happy with him. He believed these were the things that put him in a right relationship with God.  Paul is 

establishing his credentials as an “authentic Jew.” [Ralph P. Martin, Philippians, p. 141]  He was circumcised on 

the 8
th

 day, as Jewish law required.  Thus he was a “true-blooded Jew from the cradle.” [Martin, p. 141]  He was 

of the tribe of Benjamin, the tribe from which Israel’s first king came and the only tribe to remain faithful to King 

David.  Paul was a “Hebrew of Hebrews,” meaning his parents were both Jewish and he was raised speaking 

Hebrew.  This was significant in a time when most Jews living outside  Judea only spoke Greek and many had 

lost track of their tribe. [Martin, p. 142]  As a Pharisee, he was very strict in obeying the laws of the OT. In fact, 

the Pharisees had laws upon laws they added to the OT law, just to make sure you didn’t even come close to 

violating the OT law by accident!  Paul can even say that when it came to the OT laws he was “flawless.” 

 So we see very quickly that when Paul speaks of putting confidence in the flesh, he is not using the 

word flesh to mean sinful activity!  He is describing extremely devoted religious observance! Paul speaks 

of himself as a man who had “reached the very pinnacle of moral and religious development.” [J A Motyer, 

Richness of Christ: Studies in the Letter To the Philippians, p. 121]  He is saying we cannot put confidence in our 

religious observance even if we are the best, most super religious person ever! “It is not man at his worst but man 

at his best who is ‘flesh’ and therefore not yet acceptable to God.” [Motyer, p. 121] 

 Instead, having been transformed by his encounter with Jesus, Paul now counts these things all as loss!  

In contrast with knowing Christ, these things are garbage.  In verse 8, the NIV uses the word “rubbish,” but in 

Greek this is the word for human excrement that came to be used for all things we throw away. [Martin, p. 145, 

147] A more accurate contemporary translation would legitimately be “crap.” We throw away a bunch of “crap” 

we had accumulating in the basement.  It’s worthless junk! Paul doesn’t want these things around any more than 

he wants a bad smell if getting rid of them helps him know Christ better! [Motyer, p. 127] 

 Now what does Paul count as valuable?  If his amazing religious achievements are all crap, what’s of 

worth?  He says that he will count everything as loss, he with throw everything away in order to know Jesus, to 

have Jesus as his one “all-prevailing merit.” [Martin, p. 148]  He wants to know Jesus in the intimacy of 

personal trust and surrender in order to know his saving benefits. [Martin, p. 148]   Paul wants a 

righteousness that comes from God through the vehicle of faith.  He want to know Christ “in a personal faith 

union,” and to know the power of Christ’s “victory over death” and sin in the resurrection. [Martin, p. 149]  He 

wants to share in the resurrection because it is in Christ’s death and resurrection that Christians “likewise die to 

the dominion of the old nature and ride to newness of life.” [Martin, p. 149]  In the resurrection, we are no longer 

slaves to sin. 
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Interpretation 
 So what does all this mean? There is a lot we could delve into in terms of righteousness, worshipping in 

the Spirit, knowing the fellowship of Christ’s suffering, but we don’t have time today to explore these things.  

What I want us to all see is the dramatic change in Paul when it comes to his priorities.  What Paul once prized, 

he now counts as loss compared to knowing Jesus better.  Jesus completely changed Paul’s goals, values and 

priorities. 

 Remember when we were talking about Paul putting his confidence in the flesh?  That was his religious 

activity he was talking about.  Did Paul become more religious when he became a Christian, or less 

religious?  I think we have to say he became less religious!  How is that possible?  Before surrendering to 

Christ, Paul was counting on his religious activity to put him in God’s good books.  Once he met Christ, he 

realized that all his fantastic religious activity, which is far better than any of us have ever achieved, didn’t count 

for anything when it came to his relationship with God.  Paul realized that he had reached the top of the religious 

mountain and when he got there it was empty.  He hadn’t found God at all!  Instead, he realized that all his 

religious activity counted for nothing if he didn’t have Christ.  In fact, his religious activity had actually 

prevented him from finding Christ sooner!  He had been persecuting Christ! 

 Paul was a good person before he became a Christian. His conversion testimony was dramatic, but his 

moral changes were minimal.  Yes, he had some anger issues and he stopped arresting Christians, but it’s not like 

he gave up drugs, or partying or sleeping around.  Paul was the ultimate, uber-religious person before he met 

Jesus. Then, having met Jesus, he realized that being uber-religious wasn’t getting him anywhere with God, but 

knowing Christ did. 

 Consider, as well, Paul’s change in terms of outlook on life. As a Pharisee, he was strict.  This means zero 

contact with anything that would make him religiously unclean.  That included contact with Gentiles!  Now, 

however, Paul has become the missionary or Apostle to the Gentiles!  Some of his best friends were Gentiles!  

He went from being racially segregated, thinking he was superior, to giving up everything in life in order 

to reach non-Jews with the good news of Jesus.  He went from (likely) being a member of the Sanhedrin, or at 

least on the fast track to joining the Sanhedrin, to wandering all over the Roman empire, sleeping on the ground, 

getting thrown in jail, beaten and shipwrecked in order to tell Gentiles about Jesus! 

 Paul was transformed radically!  His priorities were transformed. His life goals were transformed. His 

views on other people were transformed.  His confidence was transformed. His values were transformed.  His 

understanding of what counts was transformed. He went from thinking religious activity counted to realizing only 

faith in Jesus counts. 

 I read a good description of what faith in Jesus means this week.  A Bible translator was working with a 

remote tribe, trying to translate the Bible into their language. They didn’t have a word for faith.  But one day, one 

of his new converts came to him in a time of dire need and trouble and asked, “Please, may I come and lean 

heavily on you?”  “Faith is leaning heavily upon Christ… simply leaning the whole weight of our needs upon 

Him, and finding in Him acceptance before the presence of God, and a righteousness which could never be ours 

by our own works.” [Motyer, p. 125]   

 Leaning on Jesus this way changes everything. It changes our whole life trajectory, just as it changed 

Paul’s.  But it means we actually find something of value, not something of rubbish. 

Now Apply It 
 So what does this mean for you and me?  How do we apply this?  What does this have to do with Priory?  

As I said off the top, our calling at Priory is to see the city of Guelph transformed through the power of Christ.  

We want to see a city filled with people who know they are loved by God and love one another in response.  

To see this happen, we will focus on working with one another, as individuals, to see transformation in our lives.  

If there are 80 people here and each one of them is transformed by Jesus, they will transform their households.  

Let’s guess that’s 50 households.  50 transformed households can easily affect 25 neighbourhoods.  Imagine if 

25 neighbourhoods in Guelph were transformed by Jesus! 

 What does that transformation look like though? It means a change in our priorities, a change in our 

goals. It means a change in what drives us, a change in what we call success.  It means changing what we think is 

of value in our lives.  It means leaning heavily upon Jesus for all our needs, and most importantly for our need to 
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be made right with God and with one another. 

 This transformation is available for all of us.  We can see in Paul that no matter what you’ve done, 

whether you’ve been super religious or whether you’ve been an enemy of God persecuting Christians (both of 

which Paul did), you can find transformation in Jesus.  Everybody has a past and nobody is beyond hope! 

[Swindoll, p. 13] 

 Do you feel pinned down because of sin in your past? Or even your present?  Are you embarrassed or 

even ashamed? Do you fear that people will leave you if they find out?  It’s ok!  Put your trust in Jesus and you 

will be forgiven and transformed!  Lean heavily upon him and let him cleanse your shame and alleviate your fear 

and embarrassment.  Compared to knowing Christ, there is nothing that matters enough to be embarrassed about! 

 Augustine referred to the conversion of Paul as “the violent capture of a rebel will.” [cited in Swindoll, p. 

22]  Is your will in rebellion against God?  God had to do a lot to capture Paul’s will, even though Paul had 

likely heard Jesus teach, likely had seen him in and around Jerusalem. He certainly saw the brave Christians he 

arrested and saw their faith. He witnessed Stephen’s murder, including Stephen’s final words of forgiveness for 

those killing him.  Finally, God had to blind Paul on the highway and speak to him directly.  Are you testing 

God by resisting his urges, nudges and pulls to submit your will to him?  Perhaps you already believe all the 

information about Jesus, but you haven’t surrendered your will to him. Perhaps you goals in life include Jesus, but 

are not only Jesus. Maybe you’re trying to be successful and a Christian, or be popular and a Christian, or seek 

your own life goals and be a Christian.  But that doesn’t work!  You have to surrender all to Jesus, and then 

you will see that all the other things you’re seeking are garbage compared to what you’ve found. 

 That is the kind of transformation we are looking for here at Priory.  That’s the kind of complete 

transformation, not just of our outward behaviour, but of our whole set of goals, values and priorities. We want 

our life trajectories to be wholly on knowing Jesus better, joining him in suffering if called for, and becoming like 

him in death so we can experience freedom from the dominion of sin. 

 When we find this transformation, it changes who we are, what we do, what we value, who we love and 

everything else of importance.  We will start to rejoice in the Lord this way, finding joy in him alone.  That 

change then changes the people around us, the people we live with, spend time with, work with and are friends 

with.  That change then filters into our neighbourhoods and eventually our whole city. 

 The transformation Jesus brings is not a top down change like politics or other religions.  It is a bottom up 

change, beginning in your heart and mine.  That change is what we are called to pursue, to seek after and to yearn 

for. That is what our church is to be all about.  

To do: This week, I want each of us to pray to God and ask to be transformed. Ask him to show you what you 

value and to help you shift all your value onto Jesus so you can rejoice in him. Amen 


