                                                                                     Philippians – 3:12-21


August 16, 2009

Day One – Recap of 3:1-11
Earlier this summer, I sat in a meeting with a close friend who, although typically known for brilliance, always insists on taking everything at face value.  We happened to be discussing Galatians 5, but the conversation ended abruptly after only making it to verse 2, where Paul writes, “Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all.”  He was not willing to let the discussion go any further without an explanation, and he was sincere in his concern.  If he hadn’t already questioned his salvation in the five seconds since reading the verse, I am sure it wouldn’t have taken much more time.  What are we to make of the circumcision situation, especially verses like Galatians 5:2? 
In a situation like that, you can always pull the old “that was then, this was now” bit, simply explaining the command away as archaic and outmoded.  Let’s not do that.  No matter how weird or gross or crass the whole discussion seems to us, it is obviously important and deserves our attention.  Join with me in tackling this issue and a host of issues like it which actually require some hard work to bridge the gap between the biblical context and our context.  
The issue of circumcision seems to be on every other page of Paul’s letters, often without much background material.  No doubt his original readers were much more familiar with the idea than we are.  Even the Gentiles (like those in Philippi) were exposed to enough Judaism to understand some of the significance of circumcision.  For our own understanding, imagine taking your baptism, church membership, and United States citizenship and rolling all three into one meaningful event.  This one occurrence reminded one of his status before God, his place among God’s chosen people and his membership in the nation of Israel.  Circumcision had both religious and political importance, and for that reason it is honestly difficult for us to understand just how significant the act of circumcision was for a Jewish person around the time of Christ.  
But, as usual, Jesus comes along and changes everything.  Or…perhaps not.  Circumcision was given to the Jews so that they might remember what God had done for them and remind them about the importance of faith.  It was never intended to be a means of favor with God or a way to “get to heaven.”  Many of the Jews had perverted this covenant sign and made it more than God had intended it to be.  It was never a prerequisite for salvation.
Like many of the Jews, these individuals become Christians after Christ’s death.  Many of them, otherwise known as the Judaizers, carried their understanding of circumcision over into their understanding of Christianity, claiming that Gentile Christians must be circumcised according to the law.  Against this warped understanding Paul gives no quarter.  Circumcision was certainly not wrong, but to claim it was prerequisite for salvation was absolutely absurd and constituted “another Gospel.”  As Paul here explains, it is merely “confidence in the flesh.”  
As you read down over Paul’s list of accomplishments, keep his tone in mind.  He’s certainly not bragging; it’s closer to sarcasm.  He knows the vanity of putting one’s confidence in these things, perhaps as well as one who has ever lived.  Nevertheless he can’t resist this game with the Judaizers.  He is uniquely qualified to critique fleshly achievements and uses his former position in a very persuasive argument, totally dismantling his opponent’s claims.  
So, again, since we’re not going to pull the old “that was then, this is now” routine, what exactly does all this mean for us today?  I doubt any of us struggle with putting confidence in our circumcision.  The depressing truth remains, however, that humans just simply like to boast in their own accomplishments, even when we really know better.  We have all probably had free grace preached at us more times than we can count, and nevertheless we want to boast.  We want our works to play some part in our salvation.  
Our reluctance to give up any claim we might have on our own salvation will never go away, but we must go to war with what does remain.  As we continue to understand what it is to give up control and boast only in the cross, we will grow to love and cling to the Gospel with a new freshness.

Day Two – Read 3:12-21
To what is Paul referring when he says, “I press on to make it my own?”

 

How do you understand Paul’s motivation for pressing on: “because Christ Jesus has made me his own?”

 

Do you see yourself as “pressing on to make it your own, because Christ Jesus has made you his own?” 

In the previous section (Phil. 3:1-11), Paul is a “spiritual accountant” figuring his gains and losses. In this section he is a runner, pressing toward the prize. The figure of a runner is a favorite with Paul (see 1 Cor. 9:25–27; 1 Thes. 2:19–20; Heb. 12:1–3; 2 Tim. 2:5). Of course, Paul is not suggesting that we run to get to heaven! The Olympic runners in ancient Greece had to be citizens of the nation they represented. They also had to be free men, not slaves. The unsaved sinner is a slave, but the Christian is a citizen of heaven (3:20) and has been set free by Christ. Each Christian is given a special place on the “track” for his or her own service, and each one has a goal established by Christ. Our task in life is to “lay hold of that for which Christ laid hold of us” (v. 13). Paul is not talking about salvation but sanctification—growth and progress in Christian life and service.

   How do we reach the goal God has set for us? For one thing, we must be honest with ourselves and admit where we are: as Paul declared. “Not that I have already attained” (v. 12). Then, we must keep our eyes of faith on Christ and forget the past—past sins and failures, and also past successes. We must press on in His power. The Christian life is not a game; it is a race that demands the very best that is in us: “This one thing I do” (v. 13). Too many Christians live divided lives. One part enjoys the things of the world and the other part tries to live for the Lord. They get ambitious for “things” and start minding earthly ambitions. Our calling is a “high calling” and a “heavenly calling”; and if we live for this world, we lose the prize that goes with our high calling. 1 

Day Three – Read 3:13-16
Do you know someone who thinks they have ‘arrived’ in their spiritual walk? 

What do they do that causes others to come to that conclusion about them? 

How do you treat your past accomplishments in your service to the Lord? 

What motivates you to continue serving faithfully in the ministry the Lord has called you to perform? 

Day Four – Read 3:17-19
Do you live in such a way that you can encourage others to imitate your spiritual walk?  If not, what do you need to change in your life so you could say to others, “Imitate me!” 

Have you known those who did not claim to oppose Christ, His work on the cross, or salvation by grace alone through faith alone, but they did not pursue Christ-likeness?   

Apparently, these people in vs. 18-19 were posing as friends of Christ, and possibly had even reached positions of leadership in the church. 

How easy is it to boast of our self-effort? 

Could others be offended, or maybe even be turned away from the church, because of the way you use Christian liberty to defend your behavior? 

Day Five – Read 3:20-21
What is the significance of your being a citizen of heaven? 

Do you think it important for you to be awaiting the return of Christ?   

How should Christians be living as we look forward to His return? 

Day Six
Allow yourself some time to explore some other material on these verses.  Here are some suggestions:

http://bible.org/seriespage/philippians-introduction-argument-and-outline 
This is a short commentary over Philippians by well-known New Testament scholar Daniel Wallace.  Don’t try to read the whole thing (phew!), but just look for what interests you and helps your understanding.

http://www.biblegateway.com/resources/commentaries/index.php?action=getBookSections&cid=8&source=1

This is another short commentary by scholar Gordon Fee.

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/resources/author-index/a/DA_Carson/scripture/philippians#

These are a wonderful set of audio sermons over Philippians by D.A. Carson.

If you would like to purchase a book-length commentary over Philippians, here are a few suggestions in order of difficulty.

· Ralph Martin, New Century Bible

· Frank Thielman, Philippians: NIV Application Series

· John MacArthur, Philippians: The MacArthur New Testament Commentary series
· Gordon Fee, Philippians: New International Commentary on the New Testament

· P.T. O’Brien, Philippians: New International Greek Commentary on the New Testament
