Philippians 3:4-14
…If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: 5circumcised 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; 6as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 7Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 8More 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 9and 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. 10I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, 11if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 12Not 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. 13Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.
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Becoming the Body of Christ

	The letter to the Philippians has some amazing language in it – especially as it talks about who Jesus is and how we could ever think we might become more like him. In some ways this could be counted as Paul’s greatest love letter, for it is a stunning tribute to his passion for Jesus, and an honoring of those who have learned from him and continue faithfully in the way of Christ. While I do believe that Paul loved all of the places that he served, he seems to have a soft spot for the Christians from Philippi. They have stood by him, been concerned for him, and supported his ministry with substantial gifts and with love. In an almost parental kind of way, he wants them to really thrive in a world that would be just as happy to see their demise. Therefore, he cautions them to beware of the dogs, the evil workers who claim to have knowledge about God, but set their goals only on “earthly things.” 
	You see, Paul has stumbled upon the truth of the spiritual life. And that’s being kind. Paul was struck blind and dumb by the truth of the spiritual life. He was accosted and convicted by it. You can read the whole story if you’d like in the 22nd chapter of Acts where he describes his conversion to a crowd in Jerusalem. It was no subtle inward softening for him – he was stopped in the road, completely turned around, and confronted by the real presence of Jesus Christ nose to nose. For some folks, that’s what it takes.  Paul was, by just about every count you can think of, a worldly success in those earthly things. He was an important person, of the tribe of Benjamin. He was religiously trained, a Pharisee, and religiously blameless, perfect under the law. He was good, very good, at persecuting those whose theology didn’t fit the mold. There was a time when he knew that the followers of Jesus were wrong, dead wrong, wrong enough to be publicly taunted, flogged, and maybe even put to death for such aberrant beliefs. When he points back toward the religious zealots as evil workers, blind to the faith, he knows exactly what he’s talking about. He’s pointing at his former self. That takes a great deal of courage to make such a complete about face – no matter what time period one comes from.
	So even when we struggle with some of the things Paul wrote, it’s helpful to me to keep this framework in mind. His transformation is an example and witness to us that people can and do change when they recognize that they have come nose to nose with Jesus. Paul says this so incredibly strongly in this text, and we read it woodenly, not realizing the impact it would have had on the readers. Even though I was just talking about his resume-like list from this passage, we really don’t get just how important Paul was before this all happened to him. His audience wouldn’t have missed it, but we might. He had it all – power, prestige, recognition, and though he doesn’t claim riches in this case, we find out in other passages of scripture that he knows what it’s like to not have to scrape by for a living. When he was Saul, he was living large both politically and religiously. He mattered – and then THIS happened. That’s the point that’s easy for us to miss. If we are going to understand this story and other of Paul’s writings or writings about Paul, or attributed to the tradition of Paul, we need to know that certain things about his important life took a great big nose dive when he met Jesus. We tend to think that encountering Jesus will lead us to the good life, that it will all be fun and games, but it isn’t. Meeting Jesus can and will turn your life completely upside down.  
In this text, Paul has already come to terms with his loss. He regards those former things in his life as earthly trappings. Those gains, that were something in one context, now mean NOTHING. In fact, they were always nothing. They were worse than nothing, they were, as the NRSV translates it – rubbish. Using a more literal translation would have us sitting uncomfortably at this point, because the Greek word there really means dung pile. His accomplishments, all those bragging points were, well, I will let you fill in your own favorite expletive for excrement. And he counts them all as such because he has discovered that knowing Christ is far more important than any of it, and those were the things keeping him from that knowledge. One might begin to wonder if the rich young ruler had given up his treasure as Jesus asked if he would have been another evangelist easily as well recognized as Paul.
I like the alternate reading of this text, and not just because it’s edgy. I like it because it accurately describes the transformative power of Jesus to change lives from focusing on what we thought was important to focusing on what really is important. It also humanizes Paul for me, especially reading his passion back into this particular letter to his beloved people. He held nothing back from them. He wrote to them as he probably would have spoken to them sitting in their living room. In some of the other letters, Paul tries to be scholarly and preach solid theological arguments about law and grace, but in this one, you can really see his drive to become more like Jesus, and you can see true friendship found in working on those things together with a group of people that he loves. In this letter, he lists several of his ministry colleagues, men and women, by name. He is blessed by them and by their commitment to Jesus Christ. He is grateful for his own conversion and impatiently looking forward to a day when Jesus will be fully known to all. 
I’ve not taken the time this week to go back and translate the entire passage in Greek. And it’s probably indicative of my sophomoric sense of humor that I really only remember that one particular word’s Greek origin. Maybe it doesn’t really matter whether we say our former lives were rubbish or something stronger. What does inspire me, now, at least 18 years since I’ve had to do any biblical translation for a grade, is to read these four short chapters, in English as a continuous piece, when I realize they are a testament of the covenant between a spiritual leader and his beloved people.  
What it makes me want to do is to be able to as earnestly and passionately convey the same message to you as Paul was speaking here. Those degrees listed on my resume, my job experience, my title of Reverend – really are meaningless compared to knowing the real presence of Jesus in my life. I can forget about the diplomas and the continuing education credits. I can thank God for being born to relatively good circumstances that afforded me the privilege of studying for so long – but it doesn’t make me any better than anybody else. What has changed my life for good is being completely held in the steadfast love of God, and I know that by knowing Jesus nose to nose. I may not have had the dramatic encounter Paul had – but I dare say that I have come to the understanding that Jesus is real in my life. He’s not just a theological premise or a historical figure. He is real, and demonstrates, always, the real love of God. I thank you for being fellow pilgrims on that same journey, for supporting me, for praying for me, and for sustaining such wonderful ministries in this place. 

Greet every saint in Christ Jesus. The friends who are with me greet you.  All the saints greet you, especially those of the emperor’s household.
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.
