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Imagine… 
 Imagine you find a treasure map.  The map speaks of hundreds of thousands of dollars buried in a cave. 

Your family and friends don’t believe it’s real, but you’re convinced!  You decide that you’re going to find this 

buried treasure.  Perhaps you’re a fan of Indiana Jones? [pic]  You recruit a treasure hunting partner to help you 

investigate the map and find the treasure.  Your investigation leads you to Louisiana, in the southern States.  

After months of searching, and no small financial investment, you’ve narrowed down the treasurer’s location.  

You spend a few days traveling through the mountains, crossing streams until you find a cave.  You and your 

partner crawl through the cave and dig in a certain spot and “thunk, thunk” you hear the sound of your shovel 

hitting wood.  The two of you hurriedly start digging around what emerges.  You haul a wooden chest out of the 

cave into the sunlight. This is it!  You pry off the padlock and open the chest on rusty hinges.  Inside, the box is 

filled with money!  You’re rich!  You start dancing around the box, waving your arms in the air. 

 Then your partner starts tugging at your sleeve.  “Wait a second,” he says, “Look closely.” [pic] He holds 

up a bundle of cash for you to investigate. You realize it looks odd.  It doesn’t look like American money at all. 

Then it dawns on you.  This is Confederate money!  This is money from the Southern States during the 

American Civil War!  This is money from a country that doesn’t exist anymore.  It’s worthless. It’s just paper.  

It may have a small value as a historical artefact, but that is nothing compared to its face value.   

 You’re crestfallen!  All that work! All that time! All that money and effort spent to find something 

valuable, and then, once you’ve found it, once it’s yours, you realize that it’s worthless.  It’s currency for a 

country that doesn’t exist. 

 Imagine your disappointment! Imagine all that work, all your hopes and dreams, smashed to bits because 

you were pursuing something you thought was valuable, but turned out to be worthless. 

 In our passage today, one of the things Paul talks about is like this.  He talks about all the things he had 

once pursued, all the things he once valued in his relationship with God, and he talks about how they all turned out 

to be worthless. Instead, however, he has found a righteousness that comes from God and is based on faith in 

Christ.  

Context 
 Before we read our text together, though, let me remind you of some of the major themes that Paul has 

been building up earlier in his letter.  Remember, Paul began the letter by calling all the Christians in 

Philippi “saints,” which means “holy ones” or “people set apart by God for a special purpose.”  He also 

described how his own difficult circumstances still lead him to rejoice because, in spite of the difficulties he faced, 

he could see that God used them to advance the gospel.  This big picture understanding that God works even 

through our suffering, allowed Paul to say that he is not even worried about being executed by the Romans.  For 

him, to live is Christ and to die is gain.  Paul’s overarching life goal was to glorify God and proclaim Christ.  

Having made that his goal changed how he experienced the rest of life. It shaped the way he saw day to day things, 

including being a prisoner chained to a Roman guard 24 hours a day. 

 Having gotten the big picture right, and having seen how it shaped his experience of the little picture 

events of his life, he urges the Philippian Christians to be united as one, standing shoulder to shoulder, taking upon 

themselves the same attitude as Jesus, who did not consider his status as God something to be clutched, but 

instead gave everything up to come to earth as a man and be obedient, even to the point of death on the cross.  

That obedience lead to him being glorified by the Father.  Therefore, we too, as Christians, are to work out the 

salvation God has already given us, living up to our status as saints, shining as stars in the darkness of our 

generation. 

Text 
 That’s where we’ve been. Now let’s see where we are. Let’s read together from Philippians 3:1-11. 
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What It Says 
 So what does this passage say?  There’s a lot going on here!  This is tremendous, rich stuff. It can be hard 

to get a handle on it all at once.  So let me break it up into three parts:  first, “Rejoice because we are God’s 

people. Don’t be fooled by those who say otherwise.”  Second, “How are we God’s people?  What things 

matter to God?”  Third, “This is true treasure, true value- to know Christ, to be in Him and to know the 

power of the resurrection.” So those are the three headings, of sorts, to help us understand this passage. 

 So, let’s begin with the first one, “rejoice because we are God’s people! Don’t be fooled by those who say 

otherwise.”  Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord, it is no trouble, or it is not tiresome, for me to say it again, and it 

keeps you safe.”  Throughout the letter, Paul has been talking about the joy he has in the Lord, that he rejoices 

over things that may even seem difficult, but they serve to advance the gospel. 

 What does it mean to rejoice?  It means to have joy or express joy. But what does that mean? Does it 

mean we must always put a smile on, even when we don’t feel like it?  No. That’s not what Paul is saying.  Joy, 

Christian joy, means “supernatural delight in God and God’s goodness.” [James Montgomery Boice, 

Philippians, p. 187] It isn’t about delighting in your day to day experiences, or the circumstances you find 

yourself in. Rather, it is finding joy in God and who God is, in God’s goodness and how you’ve experienced that 

goodness.  Joy does not depend on our circumstances.  “Joy is an inner quality of delight in God, or gladness, 

and it is means to spring up within the Christian in a way totally unrelated to the adversities or circumstantial 

blessings of their life.” [Boice, p. 187] 

 Such joy, based on God and his goodness, is indestructible joy. [William Barclay, The Letters to the 

Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, p. 51]  God’s goodness doesn’t change. God’s blessings are eternal.  

So if we have this joy bubbling up inside us, we can rejoice no matter what circumstances the world brings us.  

This is why Paul and Silas could sing while in prison in Philippi. This is why Paul can rejoice, even when people 

are trying to stir up trouble against him. This is why Paul can rejoice when he faces a life or death trial, because he 

knows this kind of unshakable, indestructible joy that comes from God and is based on God.  He wants the 

Philippian Christians, and by extension us, to express this same kind of joy. 

 He then issues a warning against “those dogs, those mutilators of the flesh.”  What does he mean by this?  

He is referring to a class of opponent that seem to come to all the cities where he has planted churches. These 

Christians try to make all new Christians, even those who are Gentile, follow all the rules of the OT. They believe 

that this is the only way to be made right with God.  The biggest law in the OT for God’s people was that the 

males be circumcised.  Circumcision to Israel was their God-given sign “that they were the people with whom 

God had entered into a special relationship.” [Barclay, p. 55]  It was the sign that they were God’s holy people, 

set apart for a special purpose.  One could say, circumcision was Israel’s sign that they were saints. 

 The problem was that the sign itself came to be the focus for Jews. Instead of being a sign that they were 

living for God and in a special relationship with Him, they came to see it as the reason why they were in that 

special relationship.  “They regarded circumcision in itself as being enough to set them apart specially for God.” 

[Barclay, p. 55]  They confused the sign, circumcision, for the thing it signified, being God’s special people. 

Here, Paul refers to these opponents who want Christians to be circumcised as “dogs,” one of the worst 

insults he could use!  He then refers to their practice of circumcision as mutilation.  The irony being that 

according to OT law, a mutilated person was barred from entering either the Tabernacle or the Temple! 

 In contrast to the physical act or sign of circumcision, Paul says that Christians are the “true 

circumcision.” That is, Christians are the true people of God, the true recipients of God’s special covenant 

blessing.  Why? Because we are the ones who worship in the Spirit, glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence  

in the flesh.  Worship is our response to God, who He is and what He has done.  Christians, then, respond to 

God in the Spirit.  Circumcision was supposed to be an act of worship. It was supposed to be a response to God’s 

covenant, a major expression of who God is.  But now, with the resurrection of Christ and the outpouring of the 

Holy Spirit, Christians can respond to God in the Spirit, making them the special people of God, or the “true 

circumcision.” 

 How is it that we are the people of God?  This is the second part of the passage, “How are we God’s 

people? What matters to God?”  You see, the Jews thought that circumcision and following the rest of the 

OT law was what mattered to God.  Paul, however, is saying that’s not the case. Christians put no confidence 
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in the flesh, whether it be circumcision or other acts of obedience to the law. 

 Paul knows this from experience. He himself was a Jew, and a particularly devout Jew.  In verses 4-6 

Paul lists his own credentials in this area. Paul lists his “spiritual assets” as it were, some of which he inherited, 

others he earned. [Boice, p. 197] He was a Jew- inherited. He was circumcised on the 8
th

 day, part of the OT law. 

This was something his Jewish parents did for him.  He was of the tribe of Benjamin- also inherited. He was a 

“Hebrew of Hebrews” meaning he spoke Hebrew, unlike most Jews of his day who only spoke Greek.  He was 

particularly devout in following the Law, being a Pharisee.  He was also passionate about the Law, persecuting 

Christians he saw as a threat prior to his conversion. 

 Paul had it all when it came to being a Jew.  He was a superstar in terms of being one of God’s special 

covenant people.  But then he met Jesus. Then he realized that all the things he would normally put in the “plus” 

column for reasons God should be happy with him, were actually losses.  They didn’t do any good in terms of 

fixing his relationship with God.  Compared to knowing Christ, he considers all his religious credentials, and in 

fact everything else in life, rubbish. Literally, the word rubbish is the medical word for excrement, or poop. It also 

became a slang word for garbage thrown to the dogs.   

Today we have a word that technically means excrement, but we use it as slang for garbage: crap.  Paul 

says that compared to the awesomeness of knowing Christ, Paul considers everything else crap so that he might 

gain Christ and be found in him, having a righteousness that comes not from himself, but from faith in Christ, 

which comes from God. 

Let me pause for a moment to remind us what righteousness is.  Righteousness means God says we are 

in a right relationship with him.  That is something up to God, not us.  It means that God chooses to say we are 

ok with him in spite of our sin.  That’s a pretty big deal, because our sin is a pretty big problem. 

Have you ever seen a man in a grocery store or a flower shop buying a big bunch of flowers?  Did you 

ever ask him, or think to yourself, “What did you do?” assuming the flowers were an attempt to make up with his 

wife, to fix the relationship?  I remember once I was buying a bouquet of flowers and the cashier actually asked 

me!  “Nothing,” I said, “just keeping things on good terms.” She laughed. 

For a husband, sometimes he has to buy flowers to ensure his wife says they’re on good terms.  Many 

husbands know what it’s like to be “in the dog house.”  We are all in the dog house with God.  We are all in the 

problematic position of not being in a good relationship with God.  And we can’t just buy him flowers to fix it!  

That’s not how we gain righteousness. 

Paul had done all the right things in life. He had bought God all the “religious flowers” he could.  But 

when he encountered Jesus, he realized that none of it made him righteous. None of it put him in a right 

relationship with God.  Only Jesus was in a right relationship with God.  Only God could provide righteousness 

to us and that comes when God opens our hearts and grants us faith in Jesus. 

“What is faith?” You may ask.  Faith is more than just intellectual belief. Faith involved personal 

commitment. Remember, a while back, we talked about faith requiring a personal commitment and we used the 

illustration of a person at an airport. They might believe in the physics of flight. They might believe the planes 

have been well maintained and the crews properly trained. But they don’t actually have “faith” in flight until they 

actually get on the plane themselves. Faith requires a personal commitment. 

This, then, is the true treasure, what is of true value- to know Christ and put ones faith in him so that you 

are made right with God.  It means a change in your accounting methods. No longer do you put your faith in what 

you do as a worshipper; you put your faith in what Christ has done in order to fix your broken relationship with 

God.  Nothing else matters. Nothing else counts.  Nothing else in life is of value except to know Christ.   

What does knowing Christ consist of?  It means knowing the power of the resurrection. That is, knowing 

the power that broke the chains of sin and knocked death off its throne!  To know the power of the resurrection 

is to know the greatest power in the universe!  

Everything that lives, dies. People, human beings, are created in the image of God, but we die. We not 

only die physically, but we who were made to be in relationship with God lose that relationship. We suffer eternal 

separation from God.  That is the power of sin and death. But the power of the resurrection is the power that 

conquered death!  It is the power that defeated sin! It is the greatest power in the universe! 

 In light of pursuing knowledge of the power of the resurrection, having gotten a taste of that power, Paul 
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also wants to know the fellowship of suffering with Christ and becoming like him in death. What does that mean?  

We in the West want to avoid suffering at all costs! We want the resurrection, but we don’t want Calvary 

beforehand!  But suffering is not always bad.   

Last week, I was listening to sports radio. Apparently, the Blue Jays have a bunch of new players on the 

team that all joined in the span of a week or two.  The team’s roster turned over by about 20%, that’s 1 in 5 

players were new. During a game last week, there was some tension and conflict with the other team, the Kansas 

City Royals. The benches cleared, meaning all the players rushed out on to the field in order to pretend to be 

tough.  In the aftermath, though, one of the commentators, a former player himself, talked about how this was 

great for the Blue Jays. He said when you have a bunch of new players on a team, there’s nothing like a little 

adversity to bring them together. There’s nothing like some conflict, or, to paraphrase for him, some suffering, to 

show each other that they have one another’s backs, that they can and will stick up for one another. In suffering, 

they had an opportunity to stand shoulder to shoulder.  That brings about unity and camaraderie like nothing else. 

That is the same principle Paul is talking about here. There is a fellowship, a camaraderie, a unity that 

comes from going through tough times with other people that cannot be gained any other way. Paul wants to have 

that kind of camaraderie with Jesus, joining Jesus in suffering.  

What It Means 
 So what does all this mean? We’ve taken an extensive look at what the passage says, extracting a lot of its 

meaning along the way.  But having gone through and looked at the trees, how do we step back to appreciate the 

forest? 

 Chapter 3 “unveils in stirring language [Paul’s] own personal desire to know and serve the Lord Jesus.” 

[Boice, p. 186]  We see that Paul’s doctrine, what he knows to be true about God and Jesus, leads to deep 

joy.  It affects how he lives.  It affects his approach to life. And his hope is that other believers will have a 

similar experience, letting the doctrines they hold to be true fill them with joy so they can approach life differently 

than before.   

This is why it is so important for us to be steeped in the Bible.   Our joy doesn’t depend on having a full 

mastery of the Bible or theology, but on our relationship with God and our life with him.  But for our relationship 

with God to deepen and our life with him to mature, “there must be a deep and growing experience of the basic 

truths upon with that life is founded.” [Boice, p. 191]  It is very hard for us to find joy based on God’s goodness 

if we don’t know much about God and are not familiar with the written record describing his goodness! 

Second, we can see what it means to be God’s people.  In the OT, over time, the people of Israel started to 

mistake the sign of being God’s people, circumcision, for the thing that actually made them God’s people- his 

choice and love for them.  Think of a stop sign. [pic] A stop sign doesn’t actually make you stop. It only tells you 

to stop.  It doesn’t actually do the stopping for you. In the same way, the sign of circumcision told the Israelites 

they were God’s chosen people. It didn’t actually make them God’s chosen people. 

This was a problem even in the Old Testament. God frequently had to send prophets to remind the people 

that what mattered was not just an outward obedience to the law, but a humble heart devoted to God. Frequently 

the prophets spoke of “uncircumcised lips” or a future “circumcised heart” for God’s people. [Barclay, p. 55] 

They were trying to teach the people that circumcision’s value is as an outward sign of an inward devotion to God.  

“Real circumcision is devotion of heart and mind and life to God.” [Barclay, p. 56] 

In the OT, circumcision was a sign of “the application of the covenant promises of God to chosen 

individuals whom God has appointed to be the recipients of them.” [J A Motyer, The Richness of Christ, p. 116]  

It was a sign of being a chosen person of God.  Here in Philippians, Paul “thinks of himself and his friends in 

Philippi as individually chosen by God to be the recipients of the promises of grace.” [Motyer, p. 116]  Thus, 

they are the “true circumcision.”  We, too, by extension, are the true recipients of God’s covenant promises, we 

are God’s people, the spiritual descendants of Abraham, outnumbering the stars in the sky and the sands on the 

seashore. 

In this passage, we also see some important lessons about righteousness, about being put in a right 

relationship with God.  Righteousness is an all or nothing thing. There are no degrees of righteousness. We 

tend to think of righteousness as a scale. We think of murderers and thieves on the bottom of the scale. Then, 

above them are “normal” or “good” people.  Above them are really religious people and at the top is God.  
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[Boice, p. 201] 

But that’s not how righteousness works at all. Righteousness is all or nothing. Think of a boat chained to a 

dock. [2 pics] Think of righteousness as that chain.  How many links in the chain need to be broken in order to set 

the boat adrift?  You only have to break 1 link in the chain and the boat floats away!  It’s not a question of degree 

or a scale.  In the same way, righteousness is not a matter of degree or scale. We only have to break one link in the 

chain of our relationship with God and we are cast adrift.  And we all break links. That is why no one is righteous, 

not even one.  In and of myself, I am not more righteous than you and you are not more righteous than me, or 

anybody else, whether a priest or a sociopath.   

When we compare ourselves to one another, instead of to God’s standard, we start to think in terms of a 

scale. We start to think we can be right with God if we do better than our neighbours.  We think righteousness is 

something we can achieve.  But God uses a different standard than we do.  God uses a different accounting 

method than we do. God values different things than we do.  God uses a different currency for righteousness 

than we do. [2 pics] 

And that’s the danger we face as we live life like the rest of the world.  The world chases one kind of 

currency.  God values a different kind of currency.  The danger we face is that we spend our whole lives 

pursuing one thing, only to find that it’s worthless.  When Christ returns and we are judged, we will find that our 

money is in a currency for a country that doesn’t exist any more! 

Paul spent his whole life investing in the currency of religious law.  He was rich in that currency!  He 

had everything going for him in that currency. Then he realized, when he encountered Jesus, that his currency was 

worthless. Only Jesus’ currency was worth anything to God, the only one who matters. That currency is faith in 

Christ. 

What, then, is faith in Christ?  Faith in Christ means recognizing your own sinfulness, that you 

cannot fix your relationship with God, but instead, believing that Jesus can and has paid for your 

sinfulness and making a wholehearted personal commitment to Jesus to apply his forgiveness to you in 

order to fix your relationship with God.   That is faith in Christ. That leads to righteousness, a right 

relationship with God. That leads to salvation. That leads to experiencing the power of the resurrection, the 

greatest power in the universe, which cancels sin and defeats death! 

Wow! That’s a mouthful!  But that’s also the core of Christianity.  That’s the whole point. It’s not about 

living in order to please God so that he will say you’re righteous. It’s not about following the Law or rules in order 

to get into Heaven.  Christianity is about recognizing we can’t get ourselves into Heaven, no matter how good we 

are, so we must put our faith in Christ in order to fix our relationship with God. That requires humility on our part.  

It is called faith. It is belief combined with personal commitment. 

Why It Matters 
So how do we apply this?  Why does all this matter to you and me?  How do we take this home? 

I want you to think of a huge market. Sometimes they’re called a bazaar. When I was in Turkey I visited 

the largest indoor market in the world. It was filled with booths from which people were selling all kinds of things, 

from jackets, to carpets, to wristwatches, to chess sets and everything else in between. 

In the grand bazaar of life, in the vast market of life, we are all comparison shoppers. We are all trying to 

get the best value for the lowest price.  We make our way through life “estimating costs and weighing 

comparative values.” [Halford E. Luccock, More Preaching Values from the Epistles of Paul, p. 198]  We are 

comparing things’ prices, what they cost us, to their value, what we think they are worth.   

In life’s grand bazaar, the largest crowd is huddled around the counter selling money.  These people will 

do anything for money. They pay any price, any cost, to gain money.  The second crowd, smaller but no less 

frantic, is pressing in on the counter selling fame. They will do anything to be famous. They will pay any price for 

fame.  “Then there is a surging crowd, so eloquently described by Paul a few sentences later in this chapter of 

Philippians: ‘Their god is their belly.’” [Luccock, p. 199]  

These are the crowds that describe most of our world.  Many of us, even, find ourselves in these crowds, 

pressing up to the counter, eager to part with whatever we must in order to gain either money, fame, or pleasure.  

Many today don’t say they want to be rich, they just want to be comfortable. Our culture never experiences a 

desire it doesn’t satisfy. Our god is our belly. And we are giving away anything and everything we have in order to 
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attain these things. 

But these things are not the currency that matters. These are not the things that have lasting value. These 

are not the things that count with God.  And some day, maybe soon, maybe not for a long time, we are all going 

to stand before God and be asked to give an accounting of how we spent our lives.  Are you going to have a 

currency that matters to God?  Or are you going to realize that the currency you’ve invested your life in 

belongs to a country that no longer exists? 

This is the lesson Paul learned that he hopes we will learn too. He came to realize that the only thing of 

value in the world is our relationship with God.  The only way to fix our relationship with God is Jesus. So 

Paul went “all in” with Jesus. He invested everything he had in knowing Christ.  He counted everything else as 

loss, he considered it all crap compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus.   

And knowing Jesus means being like him, being formed in his image.  That means living like him, having 

his heart and character.  It means having an attitude of obedience like Jesus did. It means suffering like he did, 

and finding fellowship with him and with other Christians in that suffering. But it also means experiencing the 

power of the resurrection.   

Paul speaks of the resurrection twice in verse 11. He speaks of knowing its power at the beginning and 

attaining the resurrection of the dead at the end.  Why does he mention this twice?  Because we can experience 

the power of the resurrection now.  Jesus could only experience the power of the resurrection after he died, 

because that was what paid for sin. But we can experience the power of the resurrection in our lives now, and look 

forward to experiencing the resurrection of the dead in the future. 

Salvation is more than just going to Heaven when we die; it’s about becoming more like Christ along the 

way.  Salvation isn’t just a “then” things, it’s a “now” thing.  The power of the resurrection is the power that 

defeats sin. We can experience that now, in our own hearts; our minds, wills, desires, feelings and imaginations. 

We can experience the power of the resurrection to defeat the sin the dwells within us in this life, as well as the 

power of the resurrection to raise us from the dead when Christ returns.  And this experience of the power of the 

resurrection brings us great, indestructible joy.  We can rejoice because we know our future is secure and 

because are currently experiencing the power of the resurrection conquering sin in us now, making us 

more like Christ now. 

The quest for knowledge, “the desire to know has been one of the greatest drives in human history.” 

[Luccock, p. 199] The desire to know has propelled us over mountains and across the seas. It has driven men to 

the depths of the earth and even to the moon.  We have a deep desire to know.  What do you want to know?  

Paul wanted to know Christ and the power of the resurrection. It drove him to abandon all the things of this life 

that will pass away, but to amass a great treasure of those things that will last into eternity.  And having found 

what is of great value for the price of things that will not last, Paul found great joy. 

“Many Christians [today] do not know the joy that could be theirs because their lives are not holy and 

because they do not trust God for their future.” [Boice, p. 188]  Don’t be one of them. Ask yourself if you have 

indestructible joy based on God and his goodness. Ask yourself if you have joy based on being the recipient of 

God’s covenant blessing. Many, in fact, most of us do not.  We are too captivated by the other booths in life’s 

bazaar: money, fame and pleasure.  We are too caught up in things of this world to correctly assess their value. 

Ask yourself if you know Christ, are found in him and want nothing else.  These are the tough questions 

that lead us to a deeper understanding of God and personal commitment to him. That is, these are the questions 

that deepen our faith.  And as our faith deepens, we will be more like Christ and know more of the power of the 

resurrection, the greatest power in the universe that defeats sin, even the sin that resides in your heart.  Amen. 


