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Paul’s Changed Perspective   Read vv. 7-8a. Paul’s whole scale of 
values changed dramatically when he became a Christian. And here he 
describes that change in terms of profit and loss. It is as though he is 
looking at a financial statement, and moving a whole series of items out of
the “profit” column into the “loss” column. Or perhaps it is closer to the 
mark to think of “assets” and “liabilities” – it is as though Paul has 
reassessed everything he owns, and decided that things which he 
previously valued as important assets he now wants to write off as worth 
less than the cost of maintaining them. But then he seems to decide that 
the language of “profit” and “loss” isn’t strong enough – read v.8b. He 
describes these previously valued things as “rubbish”. This is strong 
language, and potentially offensive. Indeed, we need to realise that the 
Greek word is less polite than the English “rubbish”. Dictionary 
alternatives include “dung”, “filth” and “refuse”. We also need to realise 
that Paul is applying this word to things which Jews of his day counted 
precious, to circumcision and the Law. It is as though Paul had come to my
house and thrown all my beloved books into the Otto bin. Or your fine 
china, or jewellery, or family photos. This is very confronting language. So 
why does Paul use such strong language?

The Danger of Misplaced Confidence Paul is addressing what he 
believes to be a serious threat to healthy Christian faith, and he has 
already used strong language to warn against it – read vv.2-3. It seems 
clear that Paul is here briefly warning against the same threat which he 
counters more fully in Galatians. There were Jewish Christians who said 
that faith in Christ was good and necessary, but not sufficient. They said 
that circumcision was also necessary. And to be circumcised amounted to 
acceptance of the obligation to observe the whole Jewish law. In Galatians 
Paul had argued strenuously and at length against these people – the 
Judaisers, the “circumcision party”. But here his response to them is 
briefer and more personal – read vv.4-6. Paul declares that he, of all 
people, had reason to rely on keeping the Law in order to please God. He 
had been a Pharisee, who set out above all things to keep the Law. But 
now he dismisses his striving to keep the Law as of “the flesh”. In Paul’s 
terminology, this means that it is merely human effort, and is unable to 
achieve acceptance with God. Paul wants the Philippians to understand 
that only faith in Christ can put us right with God, and open the way to 
eternal life.

Dangers We Face Today But what has all this to do with us? No-one is 
now saying that circumcision is essential, or that Christians have to obey 



all the rules observed by the Pharisees of the first century. But legalism 
has not died out. There are some groups, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and
the more traditional Seventh Day Adventists, who openly say that there 
are rules which we must obey in order to be saved. And in Evangelical 
churches there is sometimes a more subtle legalism. It often appears in a 
negative form. There is sometimes an attitude which says that other 
people can’t be genuine Christians if they don’t accept my rules. I have 
known people who claim that you can’t be a true Christian unless you 
speak in tongues, and others who claim that anyone who does speak in 
tongues can’t be a true Christian. Or there can be a demand, often 
unspoken but nonetheless powerful, that other Christians should prove 
themselves to be Christian by not drinking, or not gambling, or not playing
sport on Sunday. But I think that we need to look beyond the threat of 
legalism. Look at Paul’s language in v.8 – read. The “everything” and the 
“all things” could perhaps be interpreted as exaggeration for effect, and 
so not to be taken literally. But I don’t think so. Paul’s own life suggests 
otherwise. I believe that Paul is not just warning against Jewish legalism, 
or its modern equivalents, but against anything which might come 
between us and Christ. Paul’s challenge is to say with him, “I consider 
everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord.” He is challenging us to include in that “everything” 
whatever we love most, trusting our Lord to give back to us whatever is 
good.

Knowing Christ But what does Paul mean by “knowing Christ”? Clearly, 
this is more than just knowing about Christ. This is a personal and 
relational knowing, which is linked in this passage and in what follows it 
with “being found in him”, with “the fellowship of sharing in his 
sufferings”, and with having been taken hold of by Christ. But can I be 
more precise than this? That is not an easy task, but I’ll try. And there is 
some help to be found in Paul’s own further words - read vv.10-11. Paul 
already knows Christ – this is clear in v.8. It is because he knows Christ 
that he “has lost all things”. And yet he also wants to know Christ – there
is room for a richer, deeper knowing. In this respect it is just like any 
human relationship – instance marriage. But Paul specifies that it is the 
crucified and risen Christ whom he knows and wants to know more. And 
he begins and ends with resurrection. Why is this? I am not certain, but I 
think that this reflects the character of the Christian life. The only 
beginning place for the Christian is to receive that new life which comes 
through faith in the risen Christ. And the ending place, beyond death, is 
the fullness of resurrection life. But in between is “the fellowship of 
sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death”. This is in part a 
word of testimony – Paul experienced much suffering for the sake of 



Christ, and repeatedly faced death. But it is not only about Paul. It is also a
word for the Philippians, and hence for us. Not all of us end up in chains 
because of our faith. Or are stoned. Or shipwrecked. Or suffer many of the
other things which Paul suffered. But we are all called upon to identify with
Christ in his death as well as his resurrection. As Paul makes clear in 
Romans 6, we are to “count ourselves dead to sin but alive to God in 
Christ Jesus”. For every Christian, knowing Christ involves the suffering 
which arises from a struggle with sin. Which includes the sin within 
ourselves, and the sin within other people, and the effects of sin in a fallen
world.

The Christian life is not a steady state of comfort and prosperity. Rather, it 
is a journey, and often a difficult journey. But it is a journey on which the 
crucified and risen Christ walks with us. It is a journey whose very 
difficulties can help us to know Christ better. And it is a journey whose 
ending is known to us, an ending where we shall know Christ fully, and see
him face to face. An ending where we shall truly have come home. 


