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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon # in series: 7
Sermon Title: The Great Reversal
Bible Reference: Philippians 3:1-10
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
The Great Reversal - Phil 3:1-11

This is a happy letter! Overall theme of the letter is Joy. Paul has previously written about  keeping joy in difficult situations – a) Circumstances (he was in prison) b) people (people who set out to make life difficult for him). Both of these have potential of robbing us of the inner joy that Jesus died to secure for us. Joy is our Christian birthright. For the last few studies we’ve really been looking at the Christian attitude and approach to life that will, regardless of people and circumstances, enable us to keep enjoying God’s joy. It’s really about living a life worthy of the calling, which is marked by humility of heart and spirit and putting The Lord first in all things.  
Now in Ch 3 he moves on to identify a 3rd potential joy killer – he identifies and warns them about the danger of what we might call ‘Legalism’. It became a major problem in the early church and is still a major problem for many now. It’s basically all about keeping rules, making sure we do things (and don’t do other things) and is a very subtle joy killer. No verse by verse exposition tonight but an expose of the problem Paul addresses here. 
Let me give you a little history of this disease in the church:
Church had its roots in Judaism: Most first converts were Jews and gatherings on Sundays followed the pattern of the synagogue. 

Problems started as soon as the Lord started to save non Jews. Acts 11 details Peters visit to Cornelius, his conversion and the response of the Jewish background Xians in Jerusalem. Peter was called over the coals - ‘What do you thing you are doing going into the house of an uncircumcised man?’ (11:3). The same Chap recounts the establishment of the first Gentile dominated church, in Antioch. Again, when the Jewish Xians in Jerusalem heard about this they were so concerned that they sent Barnabas to find out what was happening. He realised that what was happening was really a work of God, but the fact that he went us at all reveals the unease of the church in Jerusalem. 
So from the start even accepting gentiles into the church was a challenge. What followed was even harder. Obviously the Gentiles did things differently, they didn’t know or keep the Jewish customs or code. They were not circumcised, they didn’t keep to a kosher diet, etc. How could they be accepted by God if they don’t do these things!!
In fact some felt so strongly about this that they took it on themselves to go up to Antioch and tell these gentile converts in no uncertain terms that unless they were circumcised they were not genuinely saved – Acts 15. Paul and Barnabas, who was still in the church, argued vehemently against this imposition, and in the end had to go back to Jerusalem to try and sort it out once and for all! 
This meeting in Acts 15 became known as ‘The council of Jerusalem’ and marked an early watershed in the history of the church. After a lot of discussion, heated at times, it was agreed that the gentiles did not need to be circumcised in order to be saved.

But this wasn’t good enough for some whose roots were in the more extreme and conservative branch of Judaism – like Pharisees. P’s get a bad press, but basically they had a deep concern to do things properly, hated the thought of anything wrong and so were very legalistic and refused to accommodate anything that was not the way things had always been done. If you were going to become a Xian, they said, then it has to be done the old way. You had to adapt to Jewish custom and laws, even though you believed and trusted Jesus.  

The effect of this was that they subtly changed the message. No longer was faith alone sufficient to save – it was faith + circumcision, faith + keeping Saturday as Sabbath. It became faith + works; faith + doing the right things (as they saw them!) and woe betide if you got it wrong. 
It’s a terrible joy killer to live always wondering if you were doing it right, if you were making a mistake, or always having others watching, ready to criticise.

This teaching was a huge problem in the church for the first 150+ yrs and it’s the people that were peddling it in Philippi that were in the cross hairs of points sights in this section. 
Paul leaves us in no doubt what he thought of these people!  ‘Watch out for those dogs!’ – 3:2. This was a extreme insult! Illu: Romanian dogs – everywhere, scavenging, valueless, carriers of disease. So were these false teachers. They got everywhere, spreading the disease of false doctrine. Paul is animated by this because he’s been there, he knows from bitter personal experience how utterly joy killing this sort of legalistic living is. He lived that way once and thought it was right. 
But then he met Jesus and it all changed! - ‘But whatever was to my profit I now count loss – for the sake of Jesus’. Like a bolt out of the blue God apprehended Paul and he immediately saw that rather than giving him joy, all his doing, all his good works and good efforts actually kept him from the very thing he was after. They kept him from Jesus and kept him from the liberating, life giving joy He gives. Rather than ensuring him entrance into heaven and acceptance with God, they actually ensured that he didn’t get there, that he wasn’t accepted by God. This is what this section is all about.
Now let’s make some application and see what this says to us: 
a. I’ve said it before & I’ll say it again - We need to check that we are not looking to what we do for salvation! The Good News is just that because it is all about not having to do anything, it’s not about how hard we try, how good we are – it’s simply about trusting Jesus. We must Never, ever allow ourselves to forget that. It’s not a Jesus+ gospel! Jesus+ is not good news – it relies on us too much, is uncertain, there’s no assurance or confidence in any of this and that just stifles joy. 
Best check is to ask ‘Why should God let me into heaven?’ Listen to your answer and you’ll see if you’ve fallen into ‘Jesus+’ territory.

b. We are warned here against the danger of judging others who maybe see things differently to us on secondary theological matters. The whole thing started because the believing Jews thought everyone should be and do as they did. So easy for us to fall into that mistake. Key thing is ‘Are they trusting Jesus?’ If so then they are brothers and sisters and we must respect them as such, even if we don’t agree with them on some things we think are important. Are they on our team? (John Lennox??)
c. We are warned about the danger of relying/depending on ‘things’ and not simply Jesus to bring us joy. Not talking about salvation, but even after we are saved. Our delight must be in Jesus – yet it’s possible to seek joy and affirmation or value in other things:

· Our church work
· Our personal morality

· Our theology

· What we do for other people

· Our families or friends. Revealed when someone lives in perpetual mourning after loss of a loved one. Grief is good and normal – but it needn’t and shouldn’t cripple a believer forever. 

· Being in control. All is well as long as we are in control all is well!

· Being healthy
· Being secure (finance)
It is very easy to substitute Jesus for things. We know we have done this, or are in danger of doing it, when we find ourselves saying ‘If only’ – ‘If only I had this’, ‘if only I had that’, ‘if only this happened’, ‘if only I could do that’. What are we saying when we allow that to settle in our minds? We’re saying that Jesus isn’t enough to give us joy, that we need something else as well. Truth is that Jesus is better than all of these! He is the real joy giver. He is the one who can give joy amidst loneliness, sorrow, poverty, unemployment, bad relationship, failing health. 

For us as followers of Jesus we must fight against those natural tendencies and seek to depend on him, the giver, not the gifts. This is the path to life and peace and Joy. Was ever any one more peaceful than Jesus? Or what about Paul himself! Both lived for God and his pleasure, and they found in return that their joy was complete. And ours will be too as we trust him more and more. ‘I have come that you may have life and have it to the full!’ Do not be afraid little flock, said Jesus, for your father has been pleased to give you the kingdom’. ‘Sell your possessions & give to the poor; provide for yourselves purses that will not wear out and treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted’.   

Sing: All I once held dear
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