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Philippians 3:4-14 (NRSV)

4 If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: 3 circumcised on the eighth
day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to
the law, a Pharisee; ® as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law,
blameless.

7Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 8 More than
that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my
Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order
that I may gain Christ ® and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes
from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God based on
faith. 1T want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings
by becoming like him in his death, ! if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead.

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. !* Beloved, 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, 1 press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ
Jesus.

“If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more, ” says Paul. Where do you
have confidence in the flesh?

I was traveling last weekend, attending a reunion of my college crew team. There [ am in my
first of three years rowing crew as a lightweight for the University of North Carolina. If you
can’t tell, I'm the skinny guy in the front of the boat, racing the 4-man, lightweight 2-kilometer
sprint. We actually won that race.

Confidence was easy then. All it took was a race, or even just a workout. College rowing is
fiercely competitive. We were measured against each other with every workout, with every



practice. Everyone knew where they stood beside their teammates. If anyone else has reason to
be confident in the flesh, I have more. First among the lightweights. First place medals all spring
long. There’s this odd tradition in men’s collegiate rowing, where, if you lose a sprint race, you
actually give your team’s racing T-shirt to the winning team. You literally strip on the dock after
the race. I don’t want to brag, but after that first year, I had a whole new wardrobe. We were a
fierce lightweight 4. If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh...

And if I’'m being honest, we haven’t changed much in the 15 years since that picture was taken.
At the reunion last weekend — not the whole time, not totally — but there was a bit of sizing each
other up. Who’s the closest still to rowing shape? Not me, in that case. More important now that
we’re all in late 30s and 40s, who can afford to donate the most money to the team — men’s crew
at UNC is a club sport, so the reunion was also a fund-raiser. Well, you all know the answer to
that one. Presbyterian pastors, I mean, we do alright, but that’s a competition I was never going
to win. Now, if we were to ask who is the most over-educated? Well, then, I might have a shot,
but I couldn’t get anybody to call me the Rev. Dr. — All weekend I tried.

Comparisons. Confidence. “If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more,”
says Paul. Where do you have confidence in the flesh? And why?

What are we seeking? What are we trying to earn with this confidence?

Immediately before our passage today, Paul is arguing with a rival group who says that Christ-
followers have to follow the law in addition to faith in Christ.! He’s not arguing with Jewish
leaders or Jewish-Christian converts in this case. More than likely, he’s talking to gentiles who
advocated following the whole law. You can tell that because of what he says about himself in
contrast to this rival group: “Circumcised on the eighth day,” like all good Jewish boys born into
the faith; “A Hebrew born of Hebrews,” meaning his Jewish family spoke Hebrew in the home,
in contrast, likely to this rival group of gentile believers.

Does this sound familiar? Christians are notorious for building a resume of righteousness.
Conservative and progressive Christians alike can fall into this trap. Do you believe or behave in
the right way, do you have the right opinions, or use the right words? Are you faithful enough,
woke enough, or at least more so than others?

“Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.” I appreciate
how Eugene Peterson’s Message translation puts this verse, “The very credentials these people
are waving around as something special, I’m tearing up and throwing out with the trash—along
with everything else I used to take credit for. And why? Because of Christ.”

But we hold on to those credentials, don’t we? Especially, when we are feeling unworthy, or not
recognized enough, or small in comparison to another. See, see what I have. These credentials.
This confidence. What do you hold close?

! I'm indebted in Fred Craddock’s exegesis of the passage in the following section. Philippians. Interpretation: A
Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Westminster John Knox Press, 1985), 54-64.



And yet, in Christ, Paul says, we do not earn the love of God. It’s not something you buy or trade
for. It’s not a rank. It’s not a status. God’s love is not something you work for, something you
become worthy of. “For his sake, I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard then as
rubbish, in order that I may...be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes
from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ Jesus.”

Fred Rogers, who most of us know as Mr. Rogers, as in Mr. Roger’s neighborhood — Won’t you
be my neighbor? — is likely as close to a saint as anyone is in modern Presbyterianism. Mr.
Rogers himself was a Presbyterian minister, who dedicated his life to caring for the emotional
lives of children.

I read a book this week entitled, Finding Ourselves Lost: Ministry in the Age of Overwhelm,
written by Bob Dykstra, a mentor and friend of mine from Princeton Theological Seminary. In it,
Dykstra relates the following story about Mr. Rogers, that came from a news profile shortly
before his death.?

Rogers was visiting a teenage boy living with cerebral palsy, a severe condition that can affect,
among other things, one’s speech and motor skills. Under the influence of abusive care-takers
early in life, the boy had come to blame himself for his condition, and as a teenager he “would
get so mad at himself that he would hit himself, hard, with his own fists and tell his mother, on
the computer he used for a mouth, that he didn’t want to live anymore, for he was sure that God
didn’t like what was inside him any more than he did.”

His mother arranged the visit with Mr. Rogers, because her son was still a fan of his show. I'll
quote the news story at length here:

At first, the boy was made very nervous by the thought that Mister Rogers was visiting him. He
was so nervous, in fact, that when Mister Rogers did visit, he got mad at himself and began
hating himself and hitting himself, and his mother had to take him to another room and talk to
him. Mister Rogers didn’t leave though...He just waited patiently, and when [he] came back,
Mister Rogers talked to him, and then made [a] request. He said, ‘I would like you to do
something for me. Would you do something for me?’ On his computer, the boy answered yes, of
course, he would do anything for Mister Rogers, so then Mister Rogers said, “I would like you to
pray for me. Will you pray for me.”...The boy was thunderstruck because nobody had ever asked
him for something like that, ever. The boy had always been prayed for. [He] had always been the
object of prayer, and now he was being asked to pray for Mister Rogers, and although at first he
didn’t know if he could do it, he said he would...and ever since then he keeps Mister Rogers in
his prayers and doesn’t talk about wanting to die anymore, because he figures Mister Rogers is
close to God, and if Mister Rogers likes him, that must mean God likes him, too.

This is a beautiful and tender story. But what I find really interesting, is the conversation the
journalist had with Rogers had after the interaction. Of course, quite impressed with Rogers’
ingenuity, the reporter asked Rogers how he knew that asking for his prayers would make the
teenager feel better. And Rogers looked at the journalist perplexed for a minute, before

2 Robert Dykstra, Finding Ourselves Lost: Ministry in the Age of Overwhelm (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2018), 20-23,
quoting Tom Junod, “Can You Say...Hero?” Esquire, 130(5), Nov. 1998, 1432-39.



answering in surprise, “Oh, heavens no, Tom!” — The journalist’s name was Tom — “I didn’t ask
him for his prayers for him; I asked for me. I asked him because I think that anyone who has
gone through challenges like that must be very close to God. I asked him because I wanted his
intercession.”

Mr. Rogers “wanted his intercession.” Why?
Why did he want his prayers?

e Because, “anyone who has gone through challenges like that must be very close to God.”

e Because in the Kingdom of God, “The last will be first, and the first will be last.” (Matt
20:16)

e Because, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Matt 5:3)

e Because, “Whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.”

Because this is how God’s love works, not through sainthood, not because you are worthy, but
simply and completely because God created you out of love, and God surrounds you with love.
And God stays especially close to those who are told they do not belong, those pushed to the
margins, those who suffer, those who are alone.

Reciprocity in Christ is not about what you can give, what you can earn. It’s about what you can
lay down:

e Lay down the comparisons that breed insecurity;

e tear down the hierarchy that feeds oppression;

e give up the Christian holier-than-thou pursuit that yields shame.

Lay it down, and in laying these down, we will find that we were loved all along, that
community was here all along, that Christ was here all along. Christ in you and Christ in me.
And for that we say, thanks be to God.



