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Sam Gordon has produced an excellent series of 
easy-read commentaries. They are useful for sermon 

preparation, ideal for personal devotions  
and helpful in Bible study groups.

Hope and Glory

Jesus is coming again: The timeless Message of 
1 & 11 Thessalonians 
 Jesus is coming – the marvellously heartwarm-
ing theme of Paul’s two electrifying epistles to the 
Thessalonian believers – is a stirring, rejuvenat-
ing communiqué of vibrant hope, one they des-
perately needed to hear. In today’s post 9/11 world 

where we seemingly lurch from crisis to crisis, this is a message we 
do well to take on board.� Cost: R105.00

Worthy is the Lamb 
A Walk through Revelation

This easy-to-read commentary walks you through 
one of the most exciting books in the Bible in bite 
size chunks. It misses nothing out, it covers every 
verse. Worthy is the Lamb is more than an ascrip-
tion of praise, it’s more than a song of adoration 
and worship, much more. It’s a positive affirma-

tion of who Jesus is. It’s a resounding declaration that he is who 
God says he is. It’s a fitting tribute to the King enthroned on high 
and exalted far above all! There’s one storyline in this ultimate ac-
tion thriller … Jesus!

Cost: R105.00 

An Odyssey of Joy

The Message to the Philippians 
Paul, when he found himself in a prison cell in 
Philippi, started singing praises to God. That’s 
joy! Real! Magnetic! The kind you don’t see very 
often nowadays. It’s certainly not in the mass me-
dia. It’s not even in many evangelical churches. 
That’s where Philippians is different! Read it. 

Then join Sam on a journey of discovery. An exciting adventure. 
An odyssey of joy. 

Cost: R95.00
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Chapter 1

3:1 Playing with words

I heard of a country preacher who came to the Sunday 
morning breakfast table with a laceration on his cheek. 
His wife asked him what happened. He told her that he 
was concentrating on his sermon while shaving and had 
cut himself. With a straight face, she said to him: ‘Well, 
darling, maybe you should concentrate on your shaving 
and cut your sermon!’

Heard the latest definition of an optimist? An 
optimist is a person who believes the preacher is 

almost finished when he says ‘finally’.

See the opening word in verse one. Yes, correctly 
sussed, it is that word: finally.

An interesting statistic is that in the first two chap-
ters there is a total of 60 verses. The aggregate in the fi-
nal two chapters is 44, yet Paul says finally. He cannot 
be serious! And to further confuse the issue, he is only 
starting the second half of his epistle according to the 
chapter divisions. Makes you think!

So what does Paul mean when he says finally? It 
is almost like a change of gear as he moves into over-
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drive. He keeps on going and he has no intention of ap-
plying the brake just yet. He has not used the word in 
a conclusive sense for he could have said: ‘as for the 
rest …’

Be joyful
If they failed to get the message first time, Paul was de-
termined they would get it this time. Hence his com-
ment: rejoice in the Lord. This is the underlying theme 
of his letter and he wants to underscore the importance 
of them being a people whose life is categorised as joy-
ful. Vital. Pivotal.

Happiness depends on happenings but, even when 
things go pear-shaped, we can still experience joy. 
The joy of the Lord is such that circumstances cannot 
change it. It is immune to the highs and lows of every-
day life. It is not influenced by the emotional seesaw 
we sometimes are sitting on. 

Our circumstances may be less than conducive to 
a life of joy, our present situation may cause us con-
siderable concern and be a source of nagging worry to 
our minds, the forecast may sound menacingly omi-
nous and, in such moments, we do not feel like jump-
ing for joy. 

But we can. This joy is not artificial. It is not a thin 
veneer of superficial praise smiles. It has nothing to 
do with grinning from ear to ear like a Cheshire cat. 
Joy, like laughter, is a tranquiliser with no side effects. 
This joy is fixed and rooted in Jesus Christ for he is the 
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source of true joy, the force of real joy, and he sets the 
course for all joy.

We may not be able to rejoice in our circumstances. 
And that is fine. But it does not matter what life throws 
at us, we can still rejoice in the Lord (cf. Habakkuk 
3:17-18). It is contagious. And unexplainable. Even 
outrageous. 

‘Joy is the feeling of grinning inside.’  
(Melba Cosgrove)

The apostle is really setting the tone for the rest of 
the chapter. Principally, they were not to rejoice in who 
they were and what they achieved, but they were to re-
joice in Jesus Christ and all that he accomplished. That 
is why Paul makes no apology for retracing his steps 
and going back over old ground: It is no trouble for me 
to write the same things to you again, and it is a safe-
guard for you.

Paul believes, like every competent educator, that 
repetition is the mother of all learning – say something 
often enough and people will eventually get the mes-
sage. It sinks in, given time. It is good pedagogy. 

A bit like the black preacher who said: ‘I preach 
very simply. First, I tell them what I’m going to 
tell them. Then I tell them. Then I tell them what 

I just told them!’

Playing with words
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Not like the wife who burst into tears when she told 
her husband: ‘I can’t remember the last time you told 
me you loved me.’ The husband responded: ‘I told you 
forty-seven years ago when we got married that I loved 
you and, if I ever change my mind, don’t worry, I’ll be 
sure to let you know!’ 

Well, Paul never grew tired or weary of telling these 
dear people to enjoy the sumptuous blessings God gave 
to them in the Lord Jesus. So far as Paul is concerned, 
joy should be near the top of the list.

3:2 Alarm bells ringing
Paul’s language is less than complimentary when he 
sees what is happening on the ground in Philippi. There 
is a hint of realistic sarcasm in the tone of his voice as 
he labels false teachers for what they really are. Explo-
sive material. Hence the terse watch out. 

They should be on red alert as the enemy was alive 
and well in their community. It was a real challenge to 
them to be constantly on guard, looking over their shoul-
der, as well as looking ahead. They have been warned. 
Pray, by all means, but do not close your eyes.

The tendency is for us to become so comfortable, 
complacent, and cushioned in our Christianity that, be-
fore we know it, carelessness has swept like an unas-
sailable tidal wave into our lives. We are maybe not as 
vigilant as we ought to be or as conscious of the ene-
my’s tactics as we should be. Paul says, beware!



9

A triple whammy
This is incredibly strong language. Paul is bold and 
blunt as he brands them with a triple warning: … dogs 
… men who do evil … mutilators of the flesh. Boom! 
Boom! Boom! Note that Paul is not referring to three 
different groups of people, he is describing the same 
group in three different ways. These are Judaisers 
whose religion is a mixture of law and grace.

The advertising moguls tell us that a dog is a man’s 
best friend. Maybe. Maybe not. When Paul refers to 
them as dogs, he does not have in mind the family pet 
that we pamper and play with. It is not the pampered 
Pedigree Chum kind of dog with a gold medal hanging 
around its neck. 

He is talking about people. Real people. In his day, 
the orthodox Jew would call a Gentile a ‘dog’ (cf. Mat-
thew 15:26) – here the shoe is on the other foot when 
Paul refers to them as dogs. Pariah dogs.

They are Christians of the canine variety.

Paul is not in the business of slinging mud at peo-
ple. Nor is he into calling names. He is, however, com-
paring these false teachers to dirty, disease-carrying 
scavengers who are potentially dangerous. They snap 
at your heels. They bark out their erroneous doctrine 
and pose a minatory threat to anyone who is unsuspect-
ing. Troublemakers.

Playing with words
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Synthetic saints

These guys are men who do evil. Jesus referred to them 
as ‘wolves in sheep’s clothing’ (Matthew 7:15). They 
are a certain breed of pernicious individuals who wrig-
gle and worm their way into a congregation and teach 
that a sinner is saved by faith plus good works. Legal-
ists. It has been said of them that ‘their message is full 
of exhortations to do more, to work harder, to witness 
longer, to pray with greater intensity, because enough 
is never enough.’ 

Yes, they sing all the new worship songs and use the 
latest technology. They are the tee shirt and blue den-
im brigade. The smooth talker. The financially secure. 
The smart and smarmy young man or woman with an 
effervescent personality. The church needs to beware of 
them as they peddle their wares on unsuspecting saints. 
Do not be fooled!

A cut around

An interesting turn of phrase is applied when Paul calls 
them mutilators of the flesh. The word ‘mutilation’ 
refers to the cutting of circumcision. In other words, 
when these false teachers required the young believers 
to be circumcised in order to be saved, they were guilty 
of mutilating the flesh of these brethren. Their confi-
dence was in the flesh.

The fact of the matter is that the true Christian has 
experienced a spiritual circumcision in Christ, there-
fore, he does not need any fleshly operation. 
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These men invite you to come to Christ with the 
Bible in one hand and a sharp surgical knife in 

the other.

It is easy to understand why Paul came down so 
hard on these men, he came down on them with a ton 
of bricks. They posed a very real threat to the people 
of God in the first century. He knew if he gave them an 
inch, they would take more than the customary mile. 
Do not be hoodwinked! Do not be caught napping! Do 
not be conned! They are no more than a bunch of spir-
itual crooks, guilty of spiritual piracy.

Two millennia later
The problem is as real in the third millennium as it was 
in the early days of the primitive church. The straight-
up, no beating about the bush challenge from Paul is 
just as relevant too.

S. Lewis Johnson skilfully unmasks the villain of 
the piece in a remarkable exposé when he concludes 
that ‘… one of the most serious problems facing the 
orthodox Christian church today is the problem of le-
galism. One of the most serious problems facing the 
church in Paul’s day was the problem of legalism. In 
every day it is the same. 

‘Legalism wrenches the joy of the Lord from the 
Christian believer, and with the joy of the Lord goes 
his power for vital worship and vibrant witness. Noth-
ing is left but cramped, sombre, dull, and listless pro-
fession. The truth is betrayed, and the glorious name 
of the Lord becomes a synonym for a gloomy killjoy. 

Playing with words
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The Christian under the law is a miserable parody of 
the real thing.’

‘Legalism has no pity on people. It makes my 
opinion your burden, your boundary, and your 

obligation.’ (Max Lucado)

3:3-4 Worship as God intended
Paul communicates the simple truth to his friends in 
Philippi when he shows the remarkable difference be-
tween them and the false teachers in a classic ‘them and 
us’ scenario. They glory in who and what they are – we 
glory in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Says Paul: we are the circumcision. Daring state-
ment. Indeed. Our salvation is not something outward, 
it is a deep inner work of the Holy Spirit in the life of 
the child of God. It is not found in some ancient reli-
gious ritual or sacerdotal ceremony, it lies exclusively 
in the finished work of Christ on Calvary. It is not for 
the body, it is a matter for the heart. We are a covenant 
people. How do we show it?

A heart response
Paul reminds us that we are those who worship by the 
Spirit of God. True spiritual worship – authentic, bib-
lical, God-orientated worship – is conducted in the hu-
man heart in the power of the Holy Spirit. This finds an 
echo in the sentiments of Jesus Christ recorded in John 
4:24, and is also indicative of the desire expressed by 
David in Psalm 24:4. 
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It is when we are occupied with him and taken in 
with him, that he becomes central in our love and de-
votion – this can only happen when the Spirit is rul-
ing and reigning within us. ‘The essence of worship 
is living a life of obedient service to God,’ notes John 
MacArthur.

Glory to God
Paul takes his argument a step further when he describes 
us as those who glory in Christ Jesus. That means the 
Christian finds his joy in Jesus. He becomes number 
one in our lives for he is Lord of all. We exult in the ex-
alted one.

Martin Luther was surprised one day when 
his wife Katy went upstairs and changed into 

black clothing. ‘What’s wrong, dear?’ the great 
reformer asked her. She replied: ‘By the look of 
you, I thought that God had died an hour ago.’

In ourselves we have absolutely nothing to com-
mend us. Left to go our own way we would be hope-
lessly lost, but when the heart is captivated by him, then 
all the praise is ascribed to him. He gets all the glory. 
Rightly so.

The great refusal
Paul declares we put no confidence in the flesh. There 
is nothing we can do in our old nature to win the Fa-
ther’s smile of approval. There is no good in any one of 
us that merits a place in heaven. The old man has noth-

Playing with words



14

No thrill like knowing Jesus

ing going for it, it wars against the spiritual new nature. 
I cannot do it. He can. 

Our dependence is solely upon him for he is the rock 
on which we stand. Enormous relief. God’s grace has 
once again come to our aid and rescue. And in the proc-
ess he gets every bit of the glory. All the credit goes to 
him, as certainly it should (cf. Galatians 6:14).

I appreciate the way Matt Redman develops this 
truth:

Jesus Christ, 
I think upon your sacrifice; 
You became nothing, 
Poured out to death. 
Many times I’ve wondered 
At your gift of life, 
And I’m in that place once again, 
I’m in that place once again.

And once again I look upon 
The cross where you died, 
I’m humbled by your mercy 
And I’m broken inside. 
Once again I thank you, 
Once again I pour out my life.

Now you are exalted 
To the highest place, 
King of the heavens, 
Where one day I’ll bow. 
But for now 
I marvel at this saving grace, 
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And I’m full of praise once again, 
I’m full of praise once again.

Charles Swindoll feels that when Paul was writing 
such words ‘he must have experienced a flashback to 
the way he was for so many years – in fact, all of his 
adult life. Before his conversion, he was the personifi-
cation of a proud Pharisee. Nobody’s trophy case was 
larger. Had they given an award for high achievement 
in the field of religion, Paul would have won top hon-
ours in his nation year after year. His wall could have 
been covered with plaques, diplomas, framed letters 
from influential individuals, and numerous artefacts – 
all impressive.’

Paul gave them the once-over, then looked at him-
self in his former days and, in all honesty, there was no 
match. They were in a different league to him – he was 
in the upper echelons of the premier league, they were 
languishing in the lower divisions. They would have an 
awful lot of ground to make up if they were going to 
catch up with Paul. A virtual impossibility.

He was the king of his own castle. They were left 
standing outside, shivering in the cold, as also-rans. 
Yesterday’s men. Therein lies the significance behind 
Paul’s inspired reasoning when he says: If anyone else 
thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I 
have more. Paul has the credentials to prove it. He has 
the black and white record to back up all that he says 
about himself. He was as straight as a gun barrel.

Playing with words
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Paul was a high flyer. He has the résumé of a 
high achiever.

3:5-6 Personal portfolio
Paul gives us his résumé in these verses by going back 
to his roots before his conversion, before God grabbed 
him by the ears and remade everything about him – an 
autobiographical sketch where Paul traces his heritage 
and records his many outstanding achievements. He 
outstripped his contemporaries, he eclipsed all other 
lights. He was a giant among pygmies. In comparison 
to him, they suffer from the grasshopper complex.

Paul testifies that he was circumcised on the eighth 
day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, 
a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Phari-
see; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalis-
tic righteousness, faultless. 

What a pedigree. Wow! Crème de la crème.

W B on Paul
William Barclay in his book, The Mind of St Paul, ex-
plains the thinking behind each of these seven assets 
listed by Paul. He writes: ‘If ever there was a Jew who 
was steeped in Judaism, that Jew was Paul. Let us … 
look again at the claims he had to be the Jew par excel-
lence. 

‘He was circumcised on the eighth day – that is to 
say, he bore in his body the badge and the mark that he 
was one of the chosen people, marked out by God as 
his own. He was of the people of Israel – that is to say, 
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he was a member of the nation who stood in a covenant 
relationship with God, a relationship in which no oth-
er people stood.

‘He was of the tribe of Benjamin – this is a claim 
which Paul reiterates in Romans 11:1. What is the point 
of this claim? The tribe of Benjamin had a unique place 
in the history of Israel. It was from Benjamin that the 
first king of Israel had come, for Saul was a Benjamite 
… Benjamin was the only one of the patriarchs who 
had actually been born in the land of promise. When 
Israel went into battle, it was this tribe which held the 
post of honour. The battle cry of Israel was, “After thee, 
O Benjamin”.

‘In lineage, Paul was not only an Israelite, he was 
of the aristocracy of Israel for he was a Hebrew of He-
brews – that is to say, Paul was not one of those Jews of 
the Dispersion who, in a foreign land, forgot their own 
tongue; he was a Jew who still remembered and knew 
the language of his fathers.

‘He was a Pharisee – that is to say, he was not only 
a devout Jew, he was more, he was one of “The Sepa-
rated Ones” who had foresworn all normal activities 
in order to dedicate their life to the keeping of the law, 
and he had kept it with such meticulous care that in the 
keeping of it he was blameless.

‘Paul knew Judaism at its best and at its highest; he 
knew it from the inside; he had gone through all the 
experiences, both of height and of depth, that it could 
bring to any man.’

Playing with words
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God on Paul
An amazing man. Exemplary. Full of earnest endeav-
our. And grand qualifications. He could boast in his an-
cestry and his orthodoxy. What he did backed up all he 
believed. There was no contradiction between his be-
lief system and his behaviour. He talked the talk. He 
walked the walk. He was a paragon of virtue. No man 
could justifiably point an accusing finger at him. 

When it came to morality, Paul was as clean as a 
hounds tooth. If being good, decent, and upright could 
transport a man to heaven, Paul would have ridden first 
class. 

This guy had it made! He had it all! It just had not 
been set apart for God’s use. The radical difference 
came about when he met Jesus on the Damascus road. 
There and then he quickly discovered that all of the 
achievements he tucked under his belt meant nothing 
in the light of the righteousness of Christ. 

He had enough religion to take him to church but he 
did not have enough righteousness to take him to heav-
en. All that he attained and worked hard for faded into 
oblivion when weighed in the scales of divine justice. 
Staggering. Mr Spurgeon said that ‘morality can keep 
a man out of jail, but only Jesus can keep a man out of 
hell.’

By the world’s tape measure, Paul’s success was 
phenomenal. By God’s standard, it was piffling 

and paltry.
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Standing before Jesus Christ, blinded by a heaven-
ly light, Paul was humbled for the first time in his life. 
He realised he had nothing to offer as he was stripped 
of all his assets. He knew deep down that he was a no-
body. Only a cipher. 

It only took a split second in the awesome presence 
of the Lord of glory for Paul to realise that, up to this 
point, he had spent his entire life on the wrong road, 
travelling towards the wrong destination, for all the 
wrong reasons. Not the cleverest thing in the world!

It was the nothing in my hands I bring, simply to 
thy cross I cling time for Saul of Tarsus. Make up your 
mind time. His hour of decision. Thank God, he did not 
flinch from making the wise choice.

When Jesus Christ invaded the life of this religious 
fanatic, he performed a creative act. A miracle of meta-
morphosis. An inside-out transformation. Just as a cat-
erpillar’s whole body dissolves in the cocoon and is re-
structured into a stunningly beautiful butterfly, so our 
entire being melts away into a brand new life in Jesus 
Christ – a new creation (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:17).

When George Truett was pastor of First Baptist 
Church in Dallas, Texas a sceptic came up to him after 
a Sunday service. He remonstrated with him and this is 
what he said: ‘Dr Truett, I want you to tell me the truth. 
Is Jesus Christ real to you?’ The preacher man looked 
at him with that square jaw and said: ‘Sir, Jesus is more 
real to me than the air that I breathe and the skin on my 
flesh.’

Playing with words
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That was Paul. He was reconciled and given a trans-
fusion of joy. He was unconditionally forgiven and un-
reservedly accepted into the global family of God. He 
had religion, and lots of it – now he has reality. That is 
why he encourages them to rejoice in the Lord.
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Chapter 2

3:7 Taking a spiritual inventory

The story is told of the toddler who fell out of 
bed. When he did, his mum asked him what 

happened. Little Johnny told her: ‘I stayed too 
near where I got in!’

You smile. I smile. But we did not land on the hard 
floor! Nevertheless, that is how it is with many of the 
Lord’s people today – they stay too near where they get 
in. That could never be said of the apostle Paul. He was 
always on the move, always crossing new frontiers for 
the gospel, always stepping out where man had never 
been before with the story of redemption. But it was not 
always like that.

He and David share one common trait – both can say 
that ‘the boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant 
places; surely I have a delightful inheritance’ (Psalm 
16:6). He had a heritage to be proud of. He was an in-
tellectual genius. Savvy. He successfully climbed the 
social ladder. His was the name dropped by everybody 
who was anybody. He made it to the top. And stayed 
there. Until …  
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From a human point of view, Paul was born with a 
silver spoon in his mouth. Then, out of the blue, some-
thing happened that was to radically modify the course 
of his life. He would never be the same again.

I was there when it happened
He met Jesus. Miraculous. Life-changing. He was pir-
ouetted around on the expressway of life to face a new 
direction. He was turned inside out and given a new 
outlook and perspective on life. God stopped him in the 
leafy suburbs of Damascus and called a halt to his mad-
dening pace. He was going nowhere fast. And when the 
Saviour laid hold of him, his whole life was dramatical-
ly revamped. Needless to say, this was when Paul real-
ly started to live.

Sensational stuff – a front page story to give the lo-
cal press a field day. Imagine the bold headlines em-
blazoned across the tabloids. The Daily Whatever-you-
want-to-call-it would have no hesitation capitalising on 
such a scoop. A fortune is in the making. The cash reg-
isters ring non-stop. This is the kind of story that sells 
newspapers.

There’s more to life than …
Paul has a new frame of reference for everything in his 
life has changed as a result of his spiritual mutation. He 
quickly discovered that there is more to life than … all 
he had before. He penned it like this: But whatever was 
to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 

His values are reversed. They are up-ended. These 
are not the words of a modest man – these are the words 
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of a man transformed by Jesus Christ. It seems as if 
Paul is sitting down at his sturdy mahogany desk with 
the book of his life open before him. He tots up the fig-
ures. He looks at the credit and debit entries. When he 
finishes, he produces a profit and loss account. 

Paul is taking stock of his position. He is in review 
mode. He is making a spiritual inventory so that he can 
accurately assess where he is at. And when he looks at 
the computer printout, it is fairly obvious what has hap-
pened – the whole picture has shifted because of one 
major transaction.

In one column, there was all of this: his impecca-
ble pedigree, his outstanding past, his fantastic achieve-
ments, his personal portfolio, his impressive array of 
qualifications – all gains – for Paul was no nincom-
poop. 

See what has taken place. 

Every single entry – all his trophies, gold medals, 
and blue ribbons – have moved from the asset column 
to the liability column. He has nothing. Zilch. That is 
where four plus three equals a minus. The mathematics 
of joy.

At the same time, in the other column, only one 
standalone entry is recorded – his never-to-be-forgot-
ten conversion to Jesus Christ. He has everything.

When gain is loss and loss is gain
When Paul speaks of his deficit total he uses the word 
loss – a word only found in two other places in the New 
Testament. Ironically, it is mentioned in Acts 27:10, 21 

Taking a spiritual inventory
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where it describes the loss and damage suffered by the 
ship on which Paul was taken as a prisoner to Rome. 
This provides us with a real life illustration of how gain 
can turn to loss.

The Italy-bound ship had cargo aboard which was 
meant to bring considerable profit to its owner. If the 
crew had not thrown it over the side, all passengers on 
board were potential casualties. The cargo was jetti-
soned, the ship ran aground breaking its back, but the 
passengers and crew were all saved (cf. Acts 27:38-
41).

Everything intended for gain became loss so that 
the lives of men and women might be saved. Similarly, 
with the apostle Paul, all the cargo of his past life was 
thrown overboard so that he might gain his own spirit-
ual life in Jesus Christ.

Jim Eliot, one of five missionaries to the Auca 
Indians of Ecuador martyred on 8 January 1956, 
hit the nail on the head when he scripted in his 
1949 journal: He is no fool who gives what he 

cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.

3:8-9 Time marches on
Three decades have come and gone. Has Paul? Let him 
speak for himself: What is more, I consider everything 
a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of know-
ing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 
things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 
and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 
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own that comes from the law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God 
and is by faith.

The passing of time has not diminished his zeal for 
the Lord nor has it dampened his enthusiasm in serv-
ing the greatest Master of all. A lot of water has gone 
under the bridge in thirty years but Paul still aims high 
in his rigorous quest for intimacy in his knowledge of 
Christ.

He says this after he has tried it and found it real-
ly works. Here is the voice of experience. He has no 
doubts in his mind. There is not even a tinge of dis-
appointment. At the second count, he reckons there is 
nothing in this world that can be compared with the 
heart’s pursuit of God. There is a thrill in knowing Je-
sus. It gives a tingle that nothing else can. A buzz. Get-
ting to know God better has to be seen as the ultimate 
adventure.

It involves the mind of the Christian for we apply 
ourselves to a serious study of the word of God. As 
we become better acquainted with him in the pages of 
Scripture, so we familiarise ourselves with the impos-
ing doctrines of grace and glory. We become avid read-
ers of the sacred page and keen listeners to the preached 
word. 

It also goes a few inches lower captivating the af-
fections of the heart. When our minds are stirred and 
our hearts are warmed, it all becomes so meaningful, 
up-close, and personal when we can jubilantly exclaim 
with Thomas: ‘My Lord and my God!’ (John 20:28).

Taking a spiritual inventory
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Fit for the tip
When Paul analyses his present position in Christ he is 
overwhelmed. He is almost lost for words as he knows 
he is immeasurably better off. He has a copious richness 
in his life that money cannot buy. His knowledge of the 
living God is worth more than acres of diamonds.

Everything else, says Paul, is worthless. Rubbish fit 
for a refuse tip. His past and all the glories associated 
with it are as good as trash and ideal consumption for 
dogs and vermin. In reality, they are of no more value 
than leftovers. Garbage. Debris. Junk. Ideal stuff for an 
incinerator.

He lost but he’s not a loser
Paul lost his reputation and his religion but he gained 
far more than he lost. He is not a loser in either the 
short term or the long term. God never short-chang-
es his people. Paul is now found in him and he could 
not be in a better place. There is no safer place on pla
net earth. 

Because of his relationship with the Lord he has 
also been made righteous. The righteousness of Jesus 
Christ has been imparted and imputed to him. This is 
not the works righteousness we read of in verse 6 but 
the faith righteousness spoken of in verse 9. The former 
depends on the sinner – the latter depends on the Sav-
iour. What happened was this: sin was transferred from 
his account and righteousness transferred to his ac-
count. That is God’s system of bookkeeping.

Charles Swindoll says: ‘At that epochal moment, di-
vine righteousness was credited to his empty account 
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and he saw himself clothed in the imputed righteous-
ness of Christ. That changed everything within him and 
about him.’

Try to imagine the blinding, searing, white fire at 
the core of a new star blazing in the heavens. Now … 
what if you could take that searing radiance and just 
slip it over your shoulders like a robe? That just begins 
to describe what it means to have the righteousness of 
Jesus – the perfect, sinless, spotless Lamb of God – 
covering all of your life.

Charitie L. Bancroft (1841-92) was on the same 
track when she wrote:

Behold him there! The risen Lamb! 
My perfect, spotless Righteousness.

In another man’s shoes
No wonder Paul has a joy that is blissfully outrageous. 
No more is he wrapped up in the trinkets and baubles of 
religion. No longer is he interested in all the holy hard-
ware with its trimmings and trappings. For too many 
years he knew he was engrossed in a cheap, hand down 
religion, now he has the real McCoy. He has found 
to his immense personal pleasure that Christianity is 
Christ and, because of that, he can gleefully sing with 
the hymnwriter: He is my everything, he is my all.

The story is told of the washer woman who worked 
for a man who was mean and cruel. Listening to a 
Christian radio program one afternoon she was won-
derfully converted. From that day on she was incredi-
bly happy, life was really worth living. Her boss did not 
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give her leg-room and constantly ridiculed and belittled 
her. He gave her a hard time. 

One day, out of the blue, he said to her: ‘Betty, you 
say you’re saved. How does it feel to be saved?’ She 
told him: ‘Well, I don’t believe I can explain it, but 
here’s what it feels like to me – it feels as though I’m 
standing in Jesus’ shoes and he is standing in mine!’ 

Many years after Paul’s time, Count Nicolaus Lud-
wig von Zinzendorf (1700-60) expressed the same truth 
in these words:

Jesus, thy blood and righteousness 
My beauty are, my glorious dress; 
’Midst flaming worlds, in these arrayed, 
With joy shall I lift up my head.

3:10-11 To know him and make him known
When Paul reached the point in his life of surrender 
to Jesus Christ he edges forward in his desire to know 
God intimately. Paul has seen so many folks who were 
content to live their lives on the low road. Not him. He 
is taking the high road. Charles Simeon said that when-
ever he looked at the portrait of the Cambridge honours 
graduate, Henry Martyn, who died in India at thirty-
one years of age, that the words ‘Don’t trifle! Don’t tri-
fle!’ always hit him like a bolt from the blue.

Like Martyn, the mediocre, humdrum, run-of-the-
mill, ordinary life is not even entertained in Paul’s mind 
for a moment. He is jumping on the springboard in his 
attempt to reach higher heights with the Lord. Here is 
the heart cry of a man earnestly seeking after God. He 
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longed for Jesus, simply Jesus – nothing more. Paul 
says: ‘Lord, I want to know you better! Lord, I want to 
know you more and more!’

It took him a wee while to get there for it did not 
happen overnight. There are no instant results when it 
comes to true spirituality. We cannot snap our fingers 
and demand it as if we were waiting for a meal in a res-
taurant where the service is at a snail’s pace. Someone 
has said that ‘heaven never hangs out the sign: Over-
night Transformations. Enquire Within.’ 

Paul was a thinker, a man with a quick brain and ra-
zor-sharp analytical mind. He was also a theologian, 
a man with a warm and effusive heart. If the truth be 
told, neither fully satisfied the cravings of his inner 
man. That is what makes his personal vision statement 
all the more remarkable for this is how Paul wants to 
spend the rest of his life. 

Paul writes: I want to know Christ and the power of 
his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his suf-
ferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, some-
how, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

Graham Kendrick captured the sentiment of Paul’s 
desire in the words of his beautiful song:

All I once held dear, built my life upon, 
All this world reveres, and wants to own, 
All I once thought gain, I have counted loss; 
Spent and worthless now, compared to this.

Knowing you, Jesus, knowing you,  
There is no greater thing. 

Taking a spiritual inventory
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You’re my all, you’re the best, 
You’re my joy, my righteousness, 
And I love you, Lord.

In the know
Paul’s continuing aim is to know him. It is a goal that he 
is resolutely seeking after. It is the all-consuming pas-
sion – the throbbing ambition – of his life. Yes, he came 
to know the Lord on the Damascus highway when Je-
sus appeared to him in a bolt of white fire and spoke 
to him in person. That intrusion was okay for starters. 
However, Paul wants this to be more than a casual, po-
lite relationship. Much more. He wants to be connected 
in an experiential way – something empirical. 

A mother ran into the bedroom when she heard her 
son scream and found his two-year-old sister pulling 
his hair. She gently released the little girl’s grip and 
said comfortingly to her son: ‘There, darling, she didn’t 
mean it. She doesn’t know that it hurts when she pulls 
your hair.’ The mother was barely out of the room when 
she heard the little girl cry. Rushing back into the room, 
she asked: ‘What happened?’ Her son said: ‘She knows 
now!’

It is not the know of intellect, 
but the know of intimacy.

Leaving gender issues aside, we know the Prime 
Minister of the United Kingdom – that is, we know his 
name, we know who he is, but very few of us know him 
personally. Most of us will be aware of the President of 
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the USA – that is, we know who he is, but even few-
er among us would claim to know him one-on-one as a 
person. That is the mega difference between knowing 
someone and really knowing someone. 

I agree with Joe Stowell when he writes: ‘The dis-
tance between knowing him and knowing about him is 
vast. And the space between these two experiences sep-
arates the spectators from intimate participants.’

But and Ben
In the idyllic and rustic setting of the Highlands and Is-
lands of Bonnie Scotland, many of the traditional crofts 
have two rooms – a ‘but’ and a ‘ben’. No matter who it 
was came to the front door, they would be automatical-
ly shown into the but. There were some notable excep-
tions to that general rule. When a special friend called 
to visit, they would be taken into the ben. 

You see, there is a difference in the relationship, 
but not in the warmth of the highland welcome. That 
is why you would often hear the crofters saying among 
themselves, rather softly and quaintly: ‘I see you were 
far ben with so-and-so.’

Paul says: ‘I want to be far ben with God!’

There is an old hymn penned by Eliza Edmunds 
Hewitt (1851-1920) which sums this aspiration up very 
well:

More about Jesus would I know, 
More of his grace to others show; 

Taking a spiritual inventory



32

No thrill like knowing Jesus

More of his saving fulness see, 
More of his love who died for me.

More, more about Jesus! 
Tell me more about Jesus! 
More of his saving fulness see, 
More of his love who died for me.

Superpower
We have known the power of his resurrection in the 
past – at the precise moment of our conversion we 
were raised up with Christ and seated in heavenly plac-
es (cf. Ephesians 2:6). We can know that power in to-
day’s world for Christ’s resurrection was accomplished 
so that we might ‘live a new life’ (Romans 6:4). We 
will know that power completely in the future when 
our bodies will be raised up just as his was (cf. 1 Cor-
inthians 15:52). Such power ‘will kick-start an eterni-
ty of unhindered joy in our fellowship with Jesus,’ sug-
gests Joe Stowell. 

The dynamic of God is an unleashing of eternal en-
ergy in your life and mine. Make no mistake, resurrec-
tion power is dynamite. Spiritual semtex. It has all the 
explosive potential to blow our minds and enable us to 
maximise the potency of God in our lives. We need to 
live – must live – 24/7 in the power of his resurrection. 
The stone is rolled away!

There is no need for us to be trounced when we en-
gage the enemy. We go forward in the illustrious tri-
umph of Jesus. We fight the adversary from the posi-
tion of victory. This is not salvation that Paul is talking 
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about here, albeit it is coming out of the bonds of death 
into newness of life – a kind of spiritual awakening – 
but this is a daily awareness of the resurrection in our 
experience of God.

In ourselves, as Paul hinted earlier, we can do noth-
ing, we are nothing, we have nothing. So often we fail 
to adequately cope with the harrowing conflicts of this 
life, we find it enormously difficult to conquer the bind-
ing habits of sin, it is a constant struggle for us to live 
lives of purity and holiness. The way to do it – the only 
way to do it – is for us to draw on the plenteous re-
sources we have in Jesus Christ, that is, his risen life. 
We are alive unto God!

It was a dream come true for the Frenchman who 
became an Englishman because he so admired the Brits 
way of life. An inquisitive friend asked him what sig-
nificant difference his British citizenship had made to 
him. Pierre replied: ‘Well, among other things, I find 
that now, instead of losing the Battle of Waterloo, I’ve 
won it!’

The power of the resurrection makes us winners! 
Believe it or not, the same power that God used to 
raise Jesus from the dead is available to everyone of us. 
Make sure your life is plugged in and switched on. In 
this context, God wants us to be power hungry. 

Something to share
Did you notice how Paul phrased his prayer? He used 
the word sharing. In Christ’s joys and triumphs, in his 
love and grace, in his many blessings … yes! But that 
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was not what Paul prayed. He openly talks about sha
ring in his sufferings. 

Actually, he says more, for he describes this as fel-
lowship. I am afraid our perception of fellowship is of-
ten from a slightly different perspective than this. Hav-
ing said that, it really is a genuine privilege for us to 
suffer for him – to bear the scars of battle, to know the 
pangs that rend the human heart, to feel the pain that 
torments the body, to encounter the anguish that afflic-
tion brings, to reel under the chilling wind of adversity 
– that is fellowship with him in his sufferings. It means 
a cross.

The trials of life. Troublesome times. Turbulent 
days. Tumultuous moments. What an amazing honour 
to think that the Lord counts us worthy to face them. 
You may not have seen it like that before but that is fel-
lowship with a capital F. And suffering is one of those 
places where our tiny world and his intersects. In fel-
lowship, we have to capitalise on where our world 
merges with his.

When meditating on these truths, Charles Wesley 
(1707-88) put pen to paper and wrote these words:

Thy love for a sinner declare, 
Thy passion and death on the tree; 
My spirit to Calvary bear, 
To suffer and triumph with thee.

It entails each of us taking up and bearing the cross 
in our lives. A painful experience. It may hurt. It could 
sting. Sore. It takes undiluted commitment for there is a 
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price to pay and it may cost us dear. We may be the butt 
of cynical jokes. Perhaps subject to ridicule or even 
prone to ostracism. Possibly misunderstood. There is 
a reproach that has to be willingly and gladly borne for 
the sake of Jesus.

Dead and alive
The order that Paul outlines in his prayer is significant – 
he moves from a resurrection, to a sacrifice, to a death. 
On the face of it, it appears to be back to front, almost 
like putting the cart before the horse. The bottom line: 
we cannot have a resurrection without a death. So, Paul 
says, becoming like him in his death. This is a dying 
daily to self, sin, and Satan.

When we die to each of these ‘big three’ influenc-
es in our lives then we become fully alive in Jesus. It 
is when ‘I’ is dethroned and Christ is enthroned. It is 
when ‘I’ is crucified and Christ is crowned. It is only 
when the corn of wheat falls into the ground and dies 
that it bears much fruit (cf. John 12:24). 

That is why Jesus came. Calvary was the aim of the 
incarnation. He was born to die. Then he died to live. 
The same can be true in our lives if we are willing to 
sign our name on the dotted line and wholeheartedly 
endorse the sentiments so movingly expressed by Paul: 
‘Lord, I want to know you!’

Beyond these walls
This is the only place in the New Testament where this 
form of the Greek word for resurrection is used. Liter-
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ally, it means ‘out resurrection’ – the resurrection ‘out 
from the dead ones’. 

When the dead in Christ rise at the coming again of 
our Lord Jesus, the next scheduled event on God’s pro-
phetic calendar is the rewarding of the people of God at 
the judgment seat of Christ (cf. Romans 14:12; 1 Corin-
thians 3:10-15; 2 Corinthians 5:10). Paul was speaking 
of that moment when he would stand before his Lord 
and Saviour. He definitely did not want to appear red-
faced and empty-handed. He wanted to be able to offer 
to him fruit rather than leaves.

It was Paul’s hope and desire that at this particular 
time he might receive a reward for his unflagging pur-
suit of the knowledge of Jesus Christ. In order to re-
ceive that reward in the next life, he would have to at-
tain or earn it in this life. Part of that reward, it seems 
to me, is the inherent ability to know Christ on the oth-
er side of death.

It all harks back to the decisive hour in Paul’s life 
when he realised the arrant fallacy of being driven by 
confidence in the flesh as it was only taking him into a 
dead-end street, a spiritual cul-de-sac. A defining mo-
ment. Indeed. 

Paul quickly found that his religion was just like 
an onion.

When he peeled away layer upon layer of traditions, 
rules, and regulations, he discovered to his out-and-out 
horror that he had nothing. Sweet Fanny Adams! On 
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the other hand, Paul found that Christianity was like a 
treasure chest. The outside may have looked fairly un-
impressive, but when he opened it and looked inside he 
was pleasantly surprised, if not taken aback. He found 
a cross, an empty tomb, a promise of power, a hope 
of glory, and riches beyond measure – all embodied in 
one person – the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul could happily 
identify with the observation of W. H. Griffith Thomas 
when he noted that ‘Christianity is nothing less and can 
be nothing more than relationship to Christ.’

Charles Swindoll says that ‘Paul wanted to spend 
the balance of his years on earth … 

•	 knowing Christ more intimately, 

•	 drawing upon his resurrection power more increas-
ingly,

•	 entering into his sufferings more personally, and 

•	 being conformed to his image more completely.’ 

Mark Prendergrass summed it up well when he 
wrote:

The greatest thing in all my life is knowing you, 
The greatest thing in all my life is knowing you, 
I want to know you more, I want to know you more. 
The greatest thing in all my life is knowing you.

I cannot help but ask myself the question: ‘Am I 
staying too near where I got in?’ Maybe you should 
ask the same!

Taking a spiritual inventory
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Chapter 3

3:12-13a Going for gold

That is the aim and aspiration of the vast company of 
athletes who assemble every four years from all over the 
world to take part in the Olympics. For them to stand on 
the winner’s podium, hailed as heroes, with the strains 
of their home country’s national anthem ringing in their 
ears, emotion etched on their tear-stained faces, would 
make all the sacrifice and strenuous effort worthwhile.

It seems to me that the Christian life is no differ-
ent. Paul sees it as a race – it is not a 100-metre dash – 
it is more like a marathon cross-country. Of necessity, 
we are to abandon our own selfish ambitions so that we 
may enthusiastically pursue the goal that is set before 
us. Nothing must hinder or hamper our steady progress. 
It is not a spectator sport but one of active participa-
tion by all. Down the straight, round the bend, over the 
hurdle, in the final analysis, consistency is what real-
ly matters.

There will be wave after wave of frustration as we 
strive to attain spiritual fitness. Many tears may be shed 
as we count the cost of getting rid of the excess bag-
gage. The pain barrier must be broken if we are to keep 
on going. But even though we may not all be winners 
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by nature, with the spiritual instincts of the new man 
reigning within, we can conquer all and cross the fin-
ishing line in triumph.

Awaiting us is Christ, the one who has gone on be-
fore. No greater incentive can be given. No other mo-
tivation should be needed. That is why we pull out all 
the stops, with every fibre of our being, stretching all 
the sinews, as we keep the end in view. What an exhila-
rating prospect. Going for gold, and God.

This was Paul’s philosophy. His game plan. Fair 
play, he stuck rigidly to it. Like him, we want to be 
there at the end. 

‘Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter 
of choice. It is not a thing to be waited for, it is a 
thing to be achieved.’ (William Jennings Bryan)

Paul shows us how to do it in 3:12-16 by leaving us 
a few top tips designed to enhance our performance:

•	 be realistic – know where you are at,

•	 be focused – learn the art of concentration,

•	 be forward-looking – resist the temptation to look 
back,

•	 be a plodder – no need to drop out on the last lap,

•	 be sensible – know the rules and stick to them.

Winning moves. Yes. Absorb them. Get yourself 
down to the track. Success – everybody wants it, the 
problem is no one wants to pay for it. At a recent sem-
inar, I gulped when I heard it said that a successful ex-
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ecutive in business is the person who delegates all the 
responsibility, shifts all the blame, and gets all the cred-
it. An Irishman told me one day that ‘success is getting 
your mother-in-law to go home early!’

A touch of realism
Paul is brutally honest when he writes about his appar-
ent lack of success: Not that I have already obtained all 
this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on 
to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of 
me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have tak-
en hold of it. 

If the old adage is true that open confession is good 
for the soul, Paul will feel a lot better for having cleared 
his chest. He comes clean and we can hardly believe 
what he says. It is a frank assessment of where he is at 
spiritually. Here is honesty clothed in humility.

Paul has not arrived. He has not reached his goal. He 
has not achieved his cherished ambition. What a fan-
tastic relief to find that Paul has similar struggles to the 
rest of us lesser mortals. Perfection eludes us. It cannot 
be any other way.

We live in a seriously imperfect world. We are sur-
rounded by imperfect people. We witness a legion of 
imperfections on a daily basis in every area of modern 
life. And the bitter-sweet news is that it will continue in 
that vein until we reach heaven itself.

It is quite remarkable when we realise that, at this 
juncture, the apostle Paul was at the zenith of his ca-
reer and, even there, he admits he has not reached the 
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high-water mark of his calling. Here is the dude who 
permeated major cities with the gospel, who founded 
churches which continue to flourish, who wrote ten ma-
jor doctrinal letters which even today astound biblical 
scholars, and he is not satisfied with himself. Correct. 

It seems the more Paul accomplished, the more he 
saw that needed to be accomplished. Not for him the 
easy way out of putting his feet up on a pouf and rest-
ing on his laurels. We do not find Paul reclining on a 
plush leather chair, listening to classical music, and do-
ing the crossword, all bathed in a heady air of smug 
complacency.

The picture here is of a man who is far from content 
with his progress on the road that leads to Christ-like-
ness. I mean, Paul honestly admits that he is not perfect! 
There was room for improvement. Lots of room. There 
was still plenty of scope for advancement in many de-
partments of his life. He has no will-o’-the-wisp feel-
ings about himself, nor is he under any phantasmagoria 
when it comes to future growth in grace. He knows full 
well there is a long, long way to go.

‘Success is not determined by what we are but 
rather by what we are compared to what we 
could be. It is not measured by what we have 

done but rather by what we have done compared 
to what we could have done.’ (James Merritt)

Paul says: ‘Look, folks, this is where I am … that 
is where I am going … and, in between, I have a lot to 
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learn.’ The motto of Spurgeon’s College, London is Te-
neo et Teneor, that is: ‘I hold and I am held.’ 

3:13b Be single-minded
The temptation we all grapple with is to have too many 
irons in the fire at the same time. We were never meant 
to be a Jack-of-all-trades. God wants us to be master 
of one. Hence Paul’s incisive comment: But one thing 
I do! 

Concentration is essential. It is the name of the game. 
We should be immersed in one thing and invest our en-
ergy towards its final accomplishment. We should be 
keen to see it through to the end and not let anyone or 
anything distract us. So much crowds into our lives that 
this one thing has been crowded out. 

Remember Nehemiah on the building site in Jerusa-
lem. This was the spirit he portrayed when he reacted 
to people who wanted to waste his time. He said: ‘I am 
doing a great work so that I cannot come down’ (Nehe-
miah 6:3). It is all about being focused and having the 
ability to home in on the target with precision and ded-
ication. If we have too many irons in the fire, there are 
two options open to us: one, we take some out and, two, 
we extinguish the fire.

D L Moody is credited with the statement: ‘It is bet-
ter to say, “this one thing I do” than to say, “these for-
ty things I dabble in”.’ Many people tinker or putter 
around with much, but succeed at nothing. Despite all 
the energy they expend, they have precious little to 
show for it. Instead of our lives being like a bullet fired 
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from a rifle towards a single goal, we are like buckshot 
from a shotgun spread all over the place. 

We can be single-minded  
without being narrow-minded.

At the end of the day, it is a matter of personal values, 
of getting our priorities right, of sorting out the agen-
da of our lives. Maybe we need to take to heart Austen 
Farrer’s advice and ‘do fewer things and do them bet-
ter.’ We need to always remember that the most impor-
tant thing is to ensure that the most important thing re-
mains the most important thing.

Keep looking ahead
The phrase that Paul employs – forgetting what is be-
hind – is one that is borrowed from the world of athlet-
ics. It was used of a runner who outran another in the 
same race. Once he got into the lead, he would never 
turn and look back. In that sense, he forgets about the 
other competitors in the race. He focuses only on the 
tape that is before him. 

Sporting enthusiasts of a certain vintage will never 
forget that memorable mile race at the Empire Games 
in Vancouver many years ago when John Landy, the 
Australian champion, looked back over his left shoul-
der to see where Roger Bannister was, only for Bannis-
ter to pass him on his right.

What a galvanising challenge! We cannot afford to 
live our lives looking back over our shoulders. The past 
is behind us and it cannot be changed. Whether we like 
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it or not, we cannot rewrite the history of our lives. It 
happened yesterday and we should be content to leave 
it there. We can all learn from the past, sure we can. 
But the man is a fool who tries to live in the past. Win-
ston Churchill was right when he said: ‘If the present is 
quarrelling with your past, there can be no future.’

I heard about the little fellow who was listening to 
his Sunday School teacher tell about Lot’s wife and 
how she looked back and turned into a pillar of salt. 
‘That’s nothing,’ he piped up, ‘my mum was driving 
the car yesterday and she looked back and turned into 
a telegraph pole.’

Forget it!
The apostle encourages us to forget about our past fail-
ures. So often when we think about them we plunge 
into the dark depths of despair and become defeatist in 
our outlook. The past can – and sometimes does – give 
us a mental block. It can colour our perception of the 
present and taint our better sense of judgment. It can so 
easily shackle us and lead us into bondage. It has been 
said that ‘memory is a nursery where grown children 
play with broken toys.’

Instead of the past being a useful instrument to teach 
us beneficial lessons, it can all too quickly become an 
enervating influence that terrorises us. If we are going 
to be successful in our quest for gold we need to stay 
in the right lane and on the right track – a walk into the 
past will only succeed in derailing and demoralising us. 
Such memories haunt us, not help us.
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The story is told of the businessman who was noto-
rious for saving everything that came across his desk. 
Invariably the office files were bulging. One day his PA 
asked if she might dispose of the old material. He was 
reluctant but finally he said: ‘OK, Mary, but make sure 
you make a copy of everything before you shred it and 
throw it away.’

It is equally true to say that we should also forget 
about our past successes. If we do not, it would be dan-
gerously easy for us to become slick and overconfident 
and relax our spiritual training program. Grateful. Yes! 
Proud. No! We cannot live on the tantalising blessing 
of yesterday’s triumphs. Today is another day, a day 
with lots of new challenges and loads of fresh opportu-
nities. If we are genuinely going for gold, we will not 
flinch from steadfastly looking ahead.

Timothy Dudley-Smith penned these words:

Lord, for ourselves; in living power remake us, 
Self on the cross and Christ upon the throne, 
Past put behind us, for the future take us: 
Lord of our lives, to live for Christ alone.

Someone once asked Scottish missionary and ex-
plorer David Livingstone (1813-73) when he was back 
in England briefly after having worked for many years 
in Africa: ‘Well, Dr Livingstone, where are you ready 
to go now?’ Like a flash, the not-so-easily-put-off Dr 
Livingstone answered: ‘I am ready to go anywhere, 
provided it be forward!’

Going for gold
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The parting shot: if we keep remembering 
our successes, we will soon have nothing to 

remember.

3:13c-14 Keep plodding on
Straining towards what is ahead, I press on towards 
the goal to win the prize for which God has called me 
heavenwards in Christ Jesus. The chances are when 
Paul drafted these words that he had a picture in his 
mind’s eye of the chariot races that were so popular in 
the Olympic Games. 

Charles Swindoll reckons that ‘he could have been 
thinking of the charioteer standing in that small, two-
wheeled cart with long leather reins in his hands, lean-
ing forward to keep his balance.’

Definitely not a sport for the timorous or faintheart-
ed among us. It was only for those willing to risk life 
and limb in order to claim the garland at the end of the 
race. Nevertheless, such should be our experience of 
life – we are to keep our eyes pinpointed directly ahead 
of us in anticipation of the day when we cross the fin-
ishing line. From here to there, the best line to follow is 
that of our putting everything into it. Anything less than 
our best will result in our coming unstuck. Frankly, that 
is too high a price to pay.

Another fascinating simile adopted by Paul is his 
use of the terms: to take hold of … took hold of me. It 
is the picture of the rugby league (American football) 
player who runs someone down from behind and tack-
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les him so that he might get his hands on the ball. Paul 
wanted to experience everything that God had for his 
life and he was eager to grab hold of all that God put in 
front of him. 

We also detect in the phrase, pressing on towards 
the goal, an allusion to a track athlete. The verb re-
minds us of someone who runs without swerving off 
course, straining every nerve and muscle as he keeps on 
running with all his might towards the goal.

Whichever comparison you may prefer to personal-
ise, all that matters is that we keep on going to the very 
end of the race. Sadly too many fall out on the last lap. 
For one reason or another, they drop out and fail to fin-
ish. It all becomes too much for them. Losers.

Crossing the finishing line
When weariness invades our bodies, when the pain 
barrier needs to be crossed, when the odds are stacked 
even higher than the hurdles, when we are hurt in the 
fray at the many bends on track, when we are elbowed 
and lose our wind for a time, when we are spiked and 
spill blood in the process, when we trip and fall in the 
dust – we must keep on going.

In the 1968 Olympic Games held in Mexico City, 
marathon runner John Stephen Akhware of Tanzania 
staggered into the stadium more than an hour after the 
winner had crossed the line. His right leg was bloody 
and bandaged – he was in a bad way. At the post-race 
press conference, his comment to the world’s media 
echoed his nonpareil commitment when he said: ‘My 

Going for gold
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country didn’t send me to Mexico City to start the race. 
They sent me to finish the race!’ 

Why? It is all about securing the glittering prize at 
the end of the race. In life, as in any sport, we will not 
go far unless we know where the goalposts are. It is the 
award that makes it eminently worthwhile. The victor’s 
wreath. A congratulatory word of praise and commen-
dation. A gleaming crown that never fades. This is the 
sole reason for our calling in God – heavenly, holy, and 
high as it is.

At the Greek games, the winner of a race was sum-
moned from the stadium floor to the elevated seat (the 
bema) of the official umpire. A wreath of leaves was 
placed upon his head. At Athens, the winner was also 
given five hundred coins, free meals, and a front row 
seat at the theatre. 

In Paul’s thinking, the goal and the prize converge. 
They are one and the same – Jesus!

3:15-16 Keep your cool
Paul’s insightful remarks in these verses are nothing 
more than old-fashioned common sense. But, if your 
experience is akin to mine, sense is not very common 
these days. Paul says we should abide by the rules and 
not seek to find a way around them. If we want to hold 
our heads up high as we breast the tape then obedi-
ence to the rules is absolutely essential. We should nev-
er seek to infringe the guidelines set out before us.
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Tell me: who wants to be disqualified? who wants to 
be shown the red card? who wants to walk the tunnel of 
shame? who wants to take an early bath? 

All of us who are mature should take such a view of 
things. And if on some point you think differently, that 
too God will make clear to you. Only let us live up to 
what we have already attained.

Reality hits us between the eyes when we realise 
that the track is littered with people who began the race 
with enormous potential and ended up being disquali-
fied because they broke the rules. Simply not worth it.

I recall the likes of Lot, Samson, Saul, Ananias, 
Sapphira, and Demas, to name but a few. O yes, they 
were competing, it is just that they were in a different 
race. They were left with a crimson red face and their 
head buried in their hands.

This is the policy Paul adhered to and which he 
feels strongly is the line that mature believers should 
also take on board. There will be those who have other 
ideas. There always is. Paul is happy to agree to differ 
with them because he knows that God will have the last 
word. He always does.

The final sentence in verse 16 is a timely challenge 
to all those in the church at Philippi (and since then) not 
to throw out the baby with the bath water. They have 
come so far. They have done so well. They have made 
up a lot of ground. They have everything to live for.

Says Paul: ‘Don’t be foolish and throw it all away 
in a mad moment of reckless abandon!’ They would 

Going for gold
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be crazy people if they allowed themselves to become 
sidetracked at such a critical moment. The finishing 
line would disappear over the horizon and they would 
be the ultimate losers. They are to persevere with grit-
ted teeth and honest endeavour. 

Head down. Eyes front. Moving forward. One step 
at a time. In going for gold – they are going for God!

‘Let’s not settle for anything less than heaven 
wills to give us.’ (Duncan Campbell)

At the foot of one of the Swiss Alps is a marker hon-
ouring a mountaineer who fell to his death attempting 
a steep ascent. The simple brass marker gives his name 
and this brief epitaph: ‘He died climbing.’ The epitaph 
of every Christian should be that they died climbing the 
upward path toward the ultimate prize of Christ-like-
ness. Johnson Oatman (1856-1926) wrote: 

I’m pressing on the upward way, 
New heights I’m gaining every day; 
Still praying as I onward bound, 
‘Lord, plant my feet on higher ground.’

The story is told of William Borden, graduate of 
Yale and son of fabulously wealthy parents, that en 
route to China as a missionary he contracted a fatal dis-
ease and died. At his bedside, his friends found a scrib-
bled note that he had penned a few hours before his 
death. On that piece of paper were the words: ‘No re-
serve, no retreat, and no regrets!’
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Chapter 4

3:17 Character check

‘You can tell the character of a man by what it 
takes to stop him.’ (Anonymous)

Of course that statement needs some qualification for 
we need to make sure that a person’s objectives are 
worthy before we talk about the toughness of character 
that keeps them going, no matter what. The fact is that 
some good men could have been great men if they had 
not stopped so soon.

Though we often see cowardice in the lives of oth-
ers, it is not so easily detected in ourselves. It is the 
‘speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and the plank 
in your own eye’ syndrome.

Apparently in one of his long speeches to the Su-
preme Soviet, Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971) was se-
verely critical of Joseph Stalin (1879-1953) to such an 
extent that someone from the floor of the hall sent up 
a note to the Premier to read. Its caustic message came 
in the form of a question: ‘What were you doing when 
Stalin committed all those atrocities?’

‘Who sent up this note?’ Khrushchev shouted.
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Not a person stirred. There was an eerie silence.

‘I’ll give him one minute to stand up!’

Still no one moved as the seconds ticked away. Time 
was fast running out.

‘All right, I’ll tell you what I was doing,’ Khrush-
chev began. ‘I was doing what the writer of this note 
was doing – nothing! I was afraid to be counted!’

Paul was a man who was willing to be counted. He 
could not be stopped. He had a dozen reasons why he 
could have chosen an early retirement. He could have 
spent his twilight years writing his memoirs. But he did 
not. Why? Because he had a goal in view. He had a 
sense of destiny. He was on a mission and the job was 
still not done. He never lost his vision, it never became 
blurred.

Warren Wiersbe describes Paul as: 

•	 an accountant with a new set of values (cf. 3:1-11), 

•	 an athlete with vigour and vitality (cf. 3:12-16), 
and 

•	 an alien with a fresh vision (cf. 3:17-21).

What does this man of A-OK vision have to say to 
us as we engage a postmodern world in the third mil-
lennium?

Role model
Join with others in following my example, brothers, and 
take note of those who live according to the pattern we 
gave you. Brave man. Courageous man. Indeed. Paul 
is not being foolhardy at this point. Nor is he showing 
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signs of audacity and brashness. He is definitely not on 
an ego trip to increase the measurement of his head. All 
he says is: ‘Do as I do!’ and ‘Do as I say!’

Maturity proceeds through four stages: 

•	 stage one: help me, 

•	 stage two: tell me, 

•	 stage three: show me, 

•	 stage four: follow me. 

That is where Paul is right now – stage four. He is 
encouraging them to mimic his example. If they do, 
their lives will be the better for it. They need to keep 
on walking with God, keep on growing in Christ, keep 
on climbing in their pursuit of holiness. They are not 
alone for many others are with them on the pilgrimage. 
A journey of joy. His example is not the only one worth 
imitating, there are plenty of others whose lives can be 
admired and appreciated.

His was a lifestyle worth duplicating, an example 
worth copying. It would be so good for them to see him 
as a role model. They would retain their sense of per-
sonal identity, and not become a shadow of someone 
else. He was not expecting them to become replicas in 
Philippi of himself. They would hold on to their indi-
vidual personalities but each of them would be march-
ing to the drumbeat of Jesus. Oddly enough, they would 
find Paul in step to the same tune.

Men followers. Maybe. In following Paul, howev-
er, they were walking in the footsteps of Jesus. As they 
followed the missionaries, so they followed the Mas-

Character check
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ter. The reason why Paul was able to give them such 
a gentle nudge was because of his closeness to Christ, 
his communion with Christ, and his consecration to 
Christ.

His conduct was exemplary. O that we were able to 
say the same to our peers as Paul said to his. It is impos-
sible to assess the power of a godly example. The poet 
H W Longfellow was on the same wavelength when he 
penned the words:

Lives of great men all remind us 
We can make our lives sublime, 
And, departing, leave behind us 
Footprints on the sands of time.

Footprints, that perhaps another, 
Sailing o’er life’s solemn main, 
A forlorn and shipwrecked brother, 
Seeing, shall take heart again.

When British mountaineers, George Mallory and 
Andrew Irvine, were lost from sight near the summit of 
Everest in 1924, their companions beneath them report-
ed to base camp that they were ‘last seen still climb-
ing’. What an accolade – may that be true of us all.

3:18-19 Blacklisted
We caught a fleeting glimpse of Paul in verse 17 as a 
brave man, now we see him as a broken man with tears 
in his eyes. The preacher is weeping – he is overcome 
with emotion as his heart rends at the prospect of some 
of the members of the church at Philippi becoming en-
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snared with a first-century personality cult. No wonder 
he writes: For, as I have often told you before and now 
say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the 
cross of Christ.

Paul breaks down as he contemplates the dissolute 
bleakness of these pseudo-saints. They are synthetic 
saints and spiritual masquerades. They look genuine, 
but lack reality. They pose as friends, but practice as 
foes – they are enemies.

There were two groups of tricksters who surrepti-
tiously infiltrated the ranks of the early church – the 
Judaisers and the Antinomians. Their policies are fairly 
straightforward and can be summarised in a few words. 
The Judaisers are the party of the law where nothing 
goes. The Antinomians are renowned as the party of 
liberty where anything and everything goes.

Paul says three things about them in the following 
verse: Their destiny is destruction, their god is their 
stomach, and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind 
is on earthly things.

Harbinger of doom
What an awful end awaits those who know not Jesus as 
Lord and Saviour. This is their future. Eternal hopeless-
ness. Hell. Wasted lives. Irredeemable lostness. Never-
ending darkness. Their goal is perdition – damnation 
– where they are banished from the presence of a holy 
and just God forever. Such is the terrifying fate of those 
who are mere professors with an empty religion.

Character check
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Hedonism

People of this ilk are totally wrapped up in themselves 
and have immersed their lives in sordid fleshly affairs. 
They worship at the shrine of their pleasures. They are 
driven by an insatiable sensual appetite and have no 
hangups about their lack of moral purity. They are to-
tally absorbed in a rigid regime of dietary laws as they 
pamper themselves and pander to their every whim and 
fancy. 

They are carnal and corrupt, flaunting their sexu-
ality. Their lives revolve around matters of time and 
the insistence on doing their own thing. They have a 
perverted sense of values as sensuality is the fuel that 
lights their fire. They are big on erotica.

A penchant for … 

To me this is the telltale factor. Everyone has a grid or 
mindset through which he makes major life decisions. 
That grid determines what happens next. Outlook de-
termines outcome. Paul’s grid was heaven, theirs was 
the earth. They are earthed to this present world – earth 
dwellers, earth bound, and earth orientated. They were 
materialistic and could see no further than the here and 
now. Their view was all soil and no sky.

They are like the man with the muck rake in John 
Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress who never looked up, or 
like the man described by Alexander Maclaren who 
kept heaping up the dust of the condemned cell and 
calling it gold.  
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3:20-21 Resident aliens
The contrast between them and us is seen in Paul’s use 
of the word but at the beginning of verse 20: But our 
citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Sav-
iour from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the pow-
er that enables him to bring everything under his con-
trol, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be 
like his glorious body.

We live on planet earth but we really belong to an-
other world. We pitch the tent of our life down here but 
we are not getting our roots down. We are just pass-
ing through as this world is not our home. We are only 
here as temporary tenants as our main residence is in 
heaven. 

A young woman completing a job application came 
to the line asking for her permanent address. She be-
gan to list her street and house number, but paused for a 
moment. Then, with a small smile she wrote one word: 
Heaven. A famous medical missionary to China, Dr 
Duncan Main, was told that the Chinese equivalent of 
his name was: ‘Dr Apricot of Heaven Below!’

We are not vagabonds, without a home. Neither are 
we fugitives, on the run from home. We are pilgrims, 
we have a home. Up there.

Settlers. No! Pilgrims in transit. Yes!

Character check
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A colony of heaven
We are here and, at the same time, we are there. We are 
in two places at once. The locals would be familiar with 
such a helpful analogy as Philippi was looked on as a 
military colony of Rome. The city was given that par-
ticular honour by the Emperor after a momentous mili-
tary victory in 42 BC when Octavian and Mark Antony 
defeated the rebel forces of Brutus and Cassius – the 
assassins of Julius Caesar. Even further back the town 
took its name from the father of Alexander the Great, 
Philip II of Macedon, who captured the city from the 
Thracians in 360 BC.  

Originally it was a Phoenician mining town be-
cause of its close proximity to gold mines located in the 
mountains and on the island of Thasos. Nowhere out-
side Italy was there any city more thoroughly Roman. 
It had been granted the high honour of the ius Italicum, 
that is, of being governed by Roman law. To all intents 
and purposes, it was Rome in miniature.

The inhabitants of Philippi were seen as Roman cit-
izens even though Rome was a considerable distance 
from them. The same can be said for the people of God 
– we are here but, in reality, we belong elsewhere.

Pace-setters
This is the pioneer spirit that captivated the imagination 
and harnessed the energy of so many who have gone on 
before us. I think of father Abraham who looked for a 
city and was as pleased as Punch to live in a Bedouin 
tent. When he started out on his odyssey of discovery 
he left no forwarding address (cf. Hebrews 11:8). 
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Moses springs to mind as one who looked for the 
rewards of heaven and, because of that, he had no 
hangups turning his back on the treasures of Egypt (cf. 
Hebrews 11:24-26).

•	 He saw the invisible, 

•	 he chose the imperishable, and 

•	 he did the impossible. 

The supreme example is our Lord Jesus Christ who, 
because of the joy that was before him, was willing to 
endure the horrors of Calvary (cf. Hebrews 12:2). That, 
in a nutshell, is the ethos of biblical Christianity – we 
have an eye on the future. Because of that, we should 
be ready to strike camp and move on at a moment’s no-
tice. Jesus is coming again. Soon. Suddenly. Surely. 

I read about a Sunday School teacher who was 
teaching her class about the knockout wonders of heav-
en. When she finished, she asked: ‘Class, how many 
of you want to go to heaven?’ All the children raised 
their hand except Billy. The teacher asked him: ‘Billy, 
don’t you want to go to heaven?’ He replied: ‘Yes, I’d 
like to, but my mum told me to come straight home af-
ter church!’

When it comes to heaven, there should be a dash of 
vim and gusto in our outlook with our hearts beating 
faster every passing day. His advent is imminent. Each 
day is one day nearer. Each step is one step closer. Je-
sus could break through the clouds at any moment and 
we will want to be ready to meet him.

Character check
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Going, going, gone
Jesus is coming from there to here for each of us who 
know him personally. He is returning so that he might 
take us home to heaven to spend the aeons of eterni-
ty in his immediate close presence. This is phase one 
of the advent program of Jesus Christ – when the Lord 
comes to the air for his redeemed people (cf. 1 Thessa-
lonians 4:13-18).

In the driving seat
Phase two of his advent timetable is when, at the end 
of the period of Tribulation, the Lord returns to earth 
with his people. Jesus is coming to rule and reign. He 
will be seen to exercise sovereign control over the en-
tire world – his enemies will become his footstool, he 
will crush the opposition, he will subdue all the tyran-
ny of evil, and the earth will become his kingdom (cf. 
Matthew 24).  

God’s designer label
The unchanging Christ will, in that day when the trum-
pet sounds, become the all-changing Christ as he treats 
each of us to a divine makeover. In a moment, faster 
than the batting of an eyelid, we will be like Jesus. Tre-
mendous. 

Writing in a similar vein to the church at Corinth, 
the apostle said that our bodies will be buried in de-
cay and raised without decay, sown in humiliation and 
raised in splendour, sown in weakness and raised in 
strength, sown a physical body and raised a spiritual 
body (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:42-43).
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The story is told of the country yokel and his red-
neck son who went to the big city for the very first time. 
They had never been off the farm and both were gob-
smacked at all the things they saw. But the thing that 
most amazed the old farmer was an elevator. 

They were standing in the lobby of a downtown 
building when they saw this old wrinkled, dishevelled 
woman on a walker step into the elevator. The door 
closed and, in a few minutes, it opened and out stepped 
this gorgeous looking young woman. 

The farmer said to his son: ‘Hey, son, wait right 
here. I’m going home to get your mamma and run her 
through that thing!’

One of these days, in God’s good and perfect time, 
we are going to be transformed. He will give us a real 
body, a redeemed body, and a recognisable body. For, 
I believe, we shall know each other in heaven and we 
shall know as we are known. Then, and not before, the 
outstandingly ‘good work’ begun at the moment of our 
conversion will be complete (cf. 1:6). Wrote James 
Montgomery (1771-1854):

Here in the body pent, 
Absent from him I roam, 
Yet nightly pitch my moving tent, 
A day’s march nearer home.

What a vision Paul has of the fabulous future for be-
lievers. What a breathtaking vista he gives us of the un-
folding purpose of God. It is probably right and proper 
that we should pause for a moment and pray with John 
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on the Isle of Patmos: ‘Amen. Come, Lord Jesus’ (Reve
lation 22:20). That explains why Paul lived his life in 
the future tense. Homesick for heaven.

And that realisation means Paul is cognisant of his 
ongoing responsibilities in his present environment. 
We are here because God has placed us here. And until 
he comes and takes us out of this world, we have an ob-
ligation resting on our shoulders to reach those whom 
he calls the enemies of the cross of Christ. Lord Shaft-
esbury, the great English social reformer, said near the 
end of his life: ‘I do not think that in the last forty years 
I have lived one conscious hour that was not influenced 
by the thought of our Lord’s return.’ 

A story about Oliver Cromwell illustrates what 
God wants us to do in the time that is left to us 

prior to the second coming of Jesus. At the time, 
England was running out of silver for making 

coins. So the resourceful Cromwell sent his men 
to the cathedrals to see if they could find any 

silver there. They reported: ‘The only silver we 
could find is in the statues of the saints standing 
in the corners!’ To which the crusty statesman 

replied: ‘Good! We’ll melt down the saints and 
put them into circulation!’

Strategically, that is where we all belong – in cir-
culation. Our place is not in the dimly lit corner of a 
musty church building, gathering dust. Our niche is out 
there among people. We have a message worth shar-
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ing. We have a mandate from heaven. We have an un-
finished mission. We are the people God is looking to 
so that the great task of reaching a world without Jesus 
might progress with rapid speed.

There are some people who look at the way things 
are and ask: Why? Other people look at the way things 
could be and say: Why not? In light of Paul’s immense 
challenge, where do you see yourself fitting in to the 
big picture?

God is calling us to be a sunrise people – 
dreaming of the future! Not a sunset people – 

drooling over the past!
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