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Philippians 3:4b-12                                                                             Ruskin Falls, August 11, 2019
Paul’s story.                                 Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

                                                                                            9th Sunday after Pentecost

TEXT (NRSV)
If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: circumcised
on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a
Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of
the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. Yet whatever gains I
had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. More than that, I
regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ
Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard
them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having
a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through
faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. I want to know Christ
and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming
like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. Not
that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on
to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 

(1)
In this passage from his letter to the Philippians, as in other passages in other of his letters, the
apostle Paul gives us a picture of himself that is very different from the picture that I would say
dominates popular Christian imagination. In popular Christian imagination, Paul’s story tends to
be told in this way:

“Paul was a Pharisee who believed his salvation depended on his working hard to get
right with God. He believed a person can get right with God only through obedience to
God’s law. But the more Paul struggled to be obedient to God, the more aware he
became that he constantly falls short of God’s requirements and expectations. This filled
him with a sense of guilt. He despaired over whether he'd ever be able to get right with
God and obtain salvation. But, then, Jesus revealed himself to Paul, opening Paul to
salvation by grace through faith. Now Paul could see that we are not saved by our own
efforts to work our way to God; rather we are saved by God’s grace – God’s decision to
forgive our sin and redeem us from our shortcomings, faults, and waywardness. And,
having learned salvation by grace through faith, Paul let go of his old struggle to work his
way to God. And he let go of his guilt. And he became as if born again.”

That is a now familiar telling of Paul’s story. That is not, however, how Paul himself tells it. The
passage we just read from his letter to the Christians in Philippi, is a good example of what I’m
talking about. There, Paul’s depiction of himself is the opposite of the one just described. The
story that Paul, in his own letters, tells about himself, is this:

"Before becoming a Christian, I felt no guilt.  My conscience was clean! I was a superior
Pharisee. I obeyed God's law and opposed God's enemies gladly. I didn't feel guilty – I
felt great!  I felt faithful to God, reverent toward God's creation, and fair and just in my
treatment of other people. I was sure that I was right with God! I believed that I was doing
what God expected of me. I even thought I was better than most people – especially
better than the Christians and their despicable, crucified leader, Jesus of Nazareth. I
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know you know that I once terrorized churches and persecuted Christians; well, in doing
that, I was certain that God was on my side, and that I was doing God’s will. 

"But: then it was revealed to me that God had raised Jesus from the dead, which could
only mean: I had been tragically wrong! The Jesus whom I had looked down on as a low-
life criminal and enemy, the Jesus who had challenged things I considered holy and
righteous and true, the Jesus who had offended my moral code, the Jesus whose
crucifixion had been for me a sign that he had died accursed by God – this Jesus, I now
saw, has been vindicated by God! Indeed, I now could see that this Jesus is God's
chosen one!  When I came to know Jesus as the resurrected one, I knew: God wants us
all to follow the very Jesus whom I had so despised!  

"When God revealed Jesus to me, it made my life look shameful. It also turned my life
around. It taught me the difference between God's righteousness and my self-
righteousness. It taught me to stop thinking I'm better than others. It taught me that I don't
have all the answers. And it taught me that, regardless of how decent, moral, upright, and
right with God I had felt, the truth is: I was not measuring up to God’s requirements; I was
not living up to God's expectations of me. Meeting Jesus taught me how blind I had been
to my own faults, how unfair I had been to other people, and how far I had distanced
myself from the love that God intends for us all to share. Meeting Jesus taught me how
awash I was in self-righteousness – how eaten up I was with false pride and arrogance.

"And, it taught me – and here’s the important thing – it taught me that God loves me
nevertheless!  Despite my shortcomings and faults, despite my waywardness, despite all
the ungodliness of my ways, God looks upon me with compassion, with forgiveness, and
with the promise of eternal love. Through Jesus Christ, despite the mess that I was
making of my life without realizing it, God has opened me to a new beginning, a new
hope, a new faith, a new love.

"I've always been confident in God. But my confidence is different now. In my old life I
was confident in God, because I believed that God surely has to look with favor on
someone as faithful and righteous as myself. But now, in my new life, my confidence in
God has nothing to do with confidence in myself. My confidence in God has nothing to do
with how good I think I am, or with what anybody else thinks of me. My confidence in God
is confidence in God's grace.  

“That means confidence in God's promise in Jesus Christ to pick me up as often as I fall; 
to love me even though I do things that make me unlovable; to smile upon me even when
I won't smile back; to show me compassion whether I deserve it or not; to look upon me,
even in all my foolishness, as eternally worth saving; and one day to heal all the suffering
and sorrows that I have experienced and that I have caused in my time on earth.

“I no longer am confident in myself. Right now my conscience is clean, but my conscience
also was clean back when I despised Jesus and persecuted Christians. Back then, my
conscience kept saying to me: ‘You’re doing good, Paul, you’re doing good.’ Yet now I am
ashamed. I have done many awful, many terrible, many horrible things in my life. 

“But, I am confident now in God’s grace. I even want God to help me become more
honest with myself about my shortcomings and misdeeds and about the dark depths of
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my soul and the secret places in my heart. For I realize now that God looks upon me
through the eyes of Jesus Christ. And those are eyes of compassion and understanding
and forgiveness and healing and encouragement. Those are the eyes of one who
suffered humiliation and agony and death on a cross so that you and I might be made
alive to a new faith, a new hope, a new love that is out of this world – and yet that makes
life in this world more worth living than we ever before imagined.

“A clean conscience may be a nice thing. But the important thing is not that your
conscience is clean. The important thing is that you learn to stand before the God of
grace and do two things: first, humbly admit that your life has been and still is deeply
marked and constantly influenced by sin; and second, with humble boldness, bold
humility, and serene gratitude, look to Jesus graciously to show you the way forward.”

(2)
What Paul is saying, also can be put this way: Each of our lives is lined with layers of sinful
waywardness and self-deception. Proximity to the resurrected Jesus lets the redeeming light of
God shine through and reveal all that. And it is as we recognize and acknowledge sin’s grip on
our lives and our world, that the way opens up before us for godly change. 

Again: The resurrected Jesus is out to reveal to us our sin. He is out to reveal to us the ways in
which we let worldly voices drown out God’s word to us; he is out to reveal to us the ways in
which we let worldly loyalties diminish and distort our loyalty to the will and way and command
of God; he is out to reveal to us the ways in which our lives are focused on satisfying narrowly
self-interested aims of our own, rather than staying turned toward, and being constantly taught
by, and joining forces with, the aims and purposes of eternal God.

On the other hand, Jesus is not out to reveal our sin to us simply to make us loathe ourselves
or feel worthless. Quite the opposite: he’s out to teach us what immeasurable worth we have in
God’s eyes. For, in Jesus, God always already has spoken to us this word: “You are of such
worth to me, that I have chosen to all eternity, not to be God without you, but to be always and
only God with you and for you. I love you, no matter what. And my present desire for you is this:
that you let my love make a difference in your heart and mind, and in how you inhabit the earth.
My desire for you is that you let my love become your courage throughout your time on earth.”

(3)
Through the witness of scripture and of the community of the Holy Spirit that we call the church,
God makes the resurrected Jesus a living presence in your life. God does this to make a
difference in how you live. 

This is not, however, a difference you can fully embrace in a moment’s time. Paul himself did
not suddenly go from persecuting Christians to being a Christian. He didn’t go from not knowing
Jesus to suddenly knowing all he needs to know about Jesus. No, as we just read in his letter to
the Philippians, Paul knows that he still has much to learn regarding Jesus and the new life that
Jesus gives.  By the time Paul wrote this letter, he already was widely known as a Christian
leader. And yet, even as he writes this letter, Paul himself knows that he is not yet the Christian
that Jesus is calling him to be. “It is not,” writes Paul, “that I have obtained this or have already
reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his
own.”  
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(4)
All that means this:

You and I have no grounds for boasting about our relationship with God. Bluntly put: None of us
is already the person God is calling us to become. None of us is so right with God that we can
rest on our laurels. In fact, sin’s greatest trick lies in its ability to blind us to our sinfulness and
make us believe that we actually do have something to boast about before God.

On the other hand, we also have no grounds for despairing about our relationship with God.
Yes, all of us are a long, long way from being the people God is calling us to become, and each
of us needs to let God judge and correct our ways. And, rather than acting as if we already
know all we need to know, what we instead need to do – and it’s something we need to do each
day anew! – is this: let Jesus enable us to see our sin. Note well, however, that Jesus does this
always and only by revealing to us that the God who judges us is the God of compassionately
loving and unconditionally forgiving grace – that the God who judges our sin does so always
and only to redeem us from sin, always and only to ready us for a place and role in the future
that God is calling into being, which Jesus called God’s coming kingdom.

When the resurrected Jesus comes calling, he brings you face to face with your sin. And he
does that declaring to you this word: “In oh, so many ways, the life that you are living is not yet
the life that God is calling you to embrace. Nevertheless, God’s love for you is such that God is
determined to all eternity not to be God without you, but to be always and only God with you
and for you, to redeem you from sin’s power and free you to serve the cause of the gospel.
Therefore: Let God’s forgiveness change you! And go with courage wherever God’s love leads!”

That, I would say, is what we most need to hear in Paul’s story about himself and his encounter
with the resurrected Jesus: Because of God’s love for us, we are free to be completely,
absolutely, even brutally honest about our sinfulness.  For we know that the God who judges us
is the God who loves us unconditionally and beyond all measure; we know that the God who
judges us is determined to all eternity not to be God without us, but to be God always and only
with us and for us.

You have no grounds for boasting about your relationship with God, and you have no grounds
for despairing about your relationship with God. What you have good grounds for – what you
have good gospel grounds for – is this: letting God’s forgiveness change you, and then going
with courage wherever God’s love leads.

Amen.


