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“THE DISCIPLE-MAKER’S FINAL BALANCE SHEET”

Philippians 3:3-11


“For we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.  Though I might also have confidence in the flesh.  If any other man thinketh that he hath whereof he might trust in the flesh, I more: Circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of the Hebrews; as touching the law, a Pharisee; Concerning zeal, persecuting the church; touching the righteousness which is in the law, blameless.  But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ.  Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ, And be found in him, not have mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith: That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being made conformable unto his death; If by any means I might attain unto the resurrection of the dead.”


A little boy came into the living room of his home one day, and he did not know that his pastor had come for a visit in their home.  His mother was seated across the room, and the pastor was seated off to the side, out of the boy’s line of vision.  The boy came rushing into the room, and he was carrying a little mouse by the tail.  The mouse was lifeless and badly mangled.  The boy exclaimed, “Momma, guess what I did!  I hit him with a broomstick, and rolled my tricycle over him, and then I stomped on him with my foot.”  Then the boy noticed that his mother was looking past him to someone else in the room.  He turned and saw the preacher, suddenly became pious, and added, “And then the Lord took him home!”  Paul clearly warns the Philippian Christians against those who mix religion and meanness.  “Beware of the dogs,” he says, and he isn’t talking about nice household pets.  The dogs he has in mind are the cruel, vicious, snapping, snarling, barking, biting deadly roving packs of pariah dogs, scavenger dogs, which may be commonly seen in villages throughout the Middle East.  


Don’t fool yourself.  Some of the meanest people on earth may be religious people.  Paul describes them as “dogs,” and “evil workers,” and “the concision,” those who mutilate both the truth and the people they would lead.  He is speaking here of the legalistic Judaizers, who insist on diluting grace with works and thus rendering grace ineffective and powerless.  And the Judaizers were mean in doing it.  Distemper and mean disposition are not new in the area of religion.  Every “religious” group has its fair share of them, and they may show up at any time in anyone, if that person is not restrained and conditioned by the grace of God and a consistent walk with Christ.  


A Quaker man was milking his cow.  The cow suddenly lifted a hind foot and placed it down squarely in the milk pail and into the milk.  The Quaker patiently lifted the hoof out of the milk and replaced it in its proper place.  The cow repeated the unpleasant action.  Again, the Quaker replaced the hoof.  A little later, the cow did it again.  The Quaker sighed and repeated the distasteful action.  The cow did it again.  The Quaker said firmly to the cow, “Thou dost know that I am a Quaker, and I would not hurt thee, but if thou continuest in this course, tomorrow I will sell thee to a Southern Baptist, and he will beat the devil out of thee!”  You see, man’s nature has within it the capability of incredible anger and bad disposition, and the realm of religion often excites these very elements in human nature.  No wonder a true Christian “has no confidence in the flesh” (the uncontrolled, unrestrained self-life of the individual)!


In our text, Paul uses an illustration from the business world.  He constructs a business man’s Balance Sheet.  He draws up a “Profit and Loss Statement” as if he were a practicing merchant writing a record of his assets and liabilities.  The passage opens with Paul asserting what seems to be an incredible boast.  He says, “If any man could boast in the flesh (self-achievement in religion, in this case), I am that man.  If any other man thinks that he might trust in the flesh, I have more self-achievement to boast of than he does.”  The term “any other man” is major emphasis in that sentence, which means it is a loud shout from the page.  So Paul calls on humanity to present a champion to compete with him in religious self-achievement.  Bring out “any other man” — your very best, he says, and I will over-match him in religious achievement.  “You bring out the greatest legal champion of religion and morality this world has ever known, and he does not have the boast that I can make.  I take second place to no man in my religious performance in the flesh,” Paul declares, and he was surely right.  If anybody could trust in the flesh, and boast of his accomplishment, Paul was that man.  So the passage becomes a contrast between what religious human beings can accomplish in their own efforts to make themselves presentable to God (which Paul finally calls “dung”), and the provision God has made for all men, religious or otherwise, in Christ (which Paul finally calls “the supreme advantage”).  The resulting “Profit and Loss Statement” becomes one of the “high water marks” of Christian revelation in the New Testament.  It has been a favorite passage of mine for over forty years.


Paul brings before us a list of “gilt-edged securities” from his noble performance in a noble religion, Judaism, and honestly presents them to our attention.  Though he boasted in the flesh before he became a Christian, his boast was based on fact.  Look carefully at the developments in this passage.

I.  PAUL REVIEWS HIS RELIGIOUS ADVANTAGES


First, the Apostle lists the religious advantages he had and had created as a Jew who practiced his religious with incredible zeal.  The statement, “If any other man thinketh that he hath whereof he might trust in the flesh, I more,” triggers his mind to recite the list of advantages he had as a practicing Jew.  There are seven items in the list, and they comprise a great study of religious privilege and achievement.          


Paul divides these advantages into two categories.  The two categories could be labeled, “RECEIVED Advantages” and “ACHIEVED Advantages.”  The “received advantages” were those religious benefits that Paul had obtained from his parents, or derived from his ancestral background.  Even today, we hear such claims as, “My father was a deacon,” or “My mother was a Sunday school teacher,” or “I was practically raised in church.”  These are “received advantages.”


The “achieved advantages” were those religious benefits that Paul had attained by his performance in the noble religion of Judaism.  One set of benefits came from his ancestry, while the other came from his own action.  One came from his pedigree, the other from his performance.  Today, the claim is often made, “I’ve always tried to be a good person,” or “I try to live right, and not hurt anybody.”  Supposedly, these are achieved advantages (though the very sound of them is shallow and weak).  It is hard for a true Christian to imagine offering these “advantages” to God as the hope of salvation, but the practice is overwhelmingly common. 


Back in the first half of the twentieth century, there was a great British man of finance named Leo Page.  Page was a banker and a great Christian gentleman.  When he retired in the middle 1940s, he wrote a lengthy poem about his life as a financier.  The poem is sprinkled liberally with spiritual insights.  The closing part of the poem includes these words,

                       

“When I advance with faltering feet,

                                                To show my final Balance Sheet. . . ”


When Leo Page died on September 2, 1951, his obituary was printed in the London Times.  His long poem was included in the obituary, and one of his friends was quoted in the last line: “You may believe that his account was in order.”  Project yourself ahead to the Final Hearing.  If you are aware of your failings, you know that you will come “with faltering feet,” though you stand “clothed in Christ’s righteousness alone, faultless to stand before the throne.”  That is a matter of salvation, but now your performance as a Christian is to be evaluated.  You will surely come to that moment “with faltering feet.”  Our text is Paul’s salvation balance sheet.  Now let’s join Paul as he recites his previous “advantages” in Judaism.  


Advantage Number One (a received advantage): “I was circumcised the eighth day.”  That is quite enough for a Jew to create a boast in the flesh.  So his life began with the right ritual.  A proselyte to Judaism was circumcised whenever he became a Jew.  An Ishmaelite was circumcised at the time of his thirteenth birthday.  But a person of full Jewish parentage was circumcised on the eighth day.  Circumcision was the sign and seal of the covenant between God and Abraham (Genesis 17:9-14).  Paul is saying, “Though others may get the advantage in other ways, I have a birthright to this seal of the covenant.”  I am a full-blooded and true-born Jew, with full rights and privileges mine by birth. 


As an aside, note the term, “the eighth day.”  Again, we are confronted with one of the millions of tiny splendors of Scripture.  Why the eighth day?  Is that a mere arbitrary choice?  No, it certainly is not!  The “K” factor, the clotting factor, in the blood of a male human being is never at the level in the rest of his life that it reaches on the eighth day of his life.  It is at its most favorable level for bloodletting on that day.  An Original Physician dictated this procedure from His infinite and perfect medical knowledge!  So Paul begins his list with a grand assertion of a ritual that reveals him to be a fully privileged Jew.


Advantage Number Two (a received advantage): “I am of the stock of Israel.”  I not only have a ritualistic advantage, I also have a religious advantage, Paul says.  I wasn’t grafted in as so many others have been.  I was of the original “stock” of Israel.  And notice the name Paul uses for his nation — not “Jacob,” the original name, and the name used for the carnal and fleshly nation.  No, he uses the name of the nation that comes after Jacob’s transformation into a man in relationship with God, “Israel.”  At first, he was called “Jacob,” which means “supplanter,” or “cheat.”  Then, God changed his name to “Israel,” which means “Prince with God.”  I was of the very stock of Israel, Paul declares.


Advantage Number Three (a received advantage): “I was of the tribe of Benjamin.”  The tribe of Benjamin was the smallest of the tribes of Israel (Psalm 68:27 called it “little Benjamin”), and it offered exclusive privileges.  The tribe of Benjamin provided the best warriors to the armies of Israel, and the Benjamites usually led those armies into battle.  Benjamin was one of the two favorite  sons of Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel.  The first king of Israel, Saul, was of the tribe of Benjamin, and Saul of Tarsus, the writer of our text, was named after him.  The tribe of Benjamin remained loyal with Judah when the other tribes betrayed their Jewish heritage and created the division of the kingdom.  The Benjamites were renowned for stern courage and persistent faithfulness.  “I am of the tribe of Benjamin,” Paul says.  Not only did he have the advantages of proper ritual, and proper religion, but now he adds the advantage of proper relationship.


Advantage Number Four (a received advantage): “I am a Hebrew of Hebrews” (the KJV says, “a Hebrew of the Hebrews,” but there is no article, “the,” in the original text).  So Paul could also add the advantage of race to his other supposed advantages.  Neither Paul’s father nor mother had an ounce of Gentile blood in them.  “I am a blend of perfect Jewish ancestry.  I am a ‘blue-blood,’ a Jew of the highest pedigree.  I am a Hebrew produced out of the conjoining of Hebrews; there is no contamination in my bloodline.”  When the Gospel of John points out the spiritual lineage of the child of God, it says that he is born “not of bloods” (John 1:13).  The plural word is significant.  It means that though you may amalgamate in your history an ancestry of thoroughbred religious parents, that ancestry is of no worth before God in producing eternal salvation.  The grace of God does not flow in a human bloodstream, or in the joining of pedigreed bloodstreams.  If anyone had the right to hope in his ancestry, that man was the Apostle Paul, so it is crucial to see how he discounts that ancestry as having any vital part in his eternal salvation.  


Rehearse again Paul’s received advantages, the advantages he obtained from his parents: the advantages of ritual, religion, relationship, and race.  Now, Paul lists his achieved advantages, the advantages he attained by his performance.  

Advantage Number Five (an achieved advantage): “As touching the law, I was a Pharisee.”  No modern mind can possibly appreciate the advantage that this would have given a first-century Jew.  Paul now adds to the list the advantage of rank.  We often misread the Pharisees through our ignorance.  We are often quite unfair to them, seeing only the worst side because of our conditioning.  We are not objective enough to see that they had great strengths as well as glaring and growing weaknesses.  Anyone thinking of a Pharisee in the New Testament world would have greatly admired him for his devotion and discipline.  First-century Jews might never have viewed the Pharisees as bad, but we see them only as bad.  They were probably the best moral people who had ever lived, as far as legal and religious morality can go. 


The Pharisees were the very strict, conservative, fundamentalist Jews.  They wanted to be clearly distinguished from the Sadducees, the religious liberals of Judaism.  The Sadducees did not believe in the supernatural world, or in angels, or in the resurrection, or in heaven or hell.  So they were “sad-you-see”!  The Pharisees put great trust in their own immaculate religious performances.  A Pharisee might stand before a mirror, think of his morality and religion, and say, “Oh, I’m ‘fair-I-see’”.  And they were quite commendable in their dedication and discipline.  I think of myself as a conservative Christian, and I even admit to being a fundamentalist, though that word is usually used very unjustly to caricature and smear conservative Christians in an ignorant and abusive way.   But so was Paul — a Jewish fundamentalist!  Friends, we must be very careful in taking pride in our theological stance.  The Pharisees were the custodians of the Jewish law, and the keepers of the Jewish nation.  They had divided the law into the most meticulous parts, and attempted to keep it perfectly at every point.  They were apparently in good faith except for their decline into religious pride, which such religion breeds.  Paul was a Pharisee (see Galatians 1:13-14 for a staggering statement of his achievement as a Pharisee), and according to Acts 23:6, his father was also a Pharisee!  So he had compounded cause for boasting in the flesh.   


Advantage Number Six (an achieved advantage): “Concerning zeal, I was persecuting the church.”  Now he adds the advantage of his record as a zealous Jew.  Paul says, “I was so intent on protecting and defending my understanding of faith and religion that I tried to sledgehammer to death all of those I thought of as God’s enemies, and I thought I was doing God, myself, and everyone else a favor in trying to stamp out the Christian movement.”  Paul later said to the Romans, “I bear them record that they have a zeal of God, but not according to knowledge” (Romans 10:3).  His description of religious enthusiasts without Christ was merely an echo of his own stance before he became a believer in Christ.  He himself had a zeal for God — but not according to knowledge.  Listen to his own words as he later described what he did.  He writes to the Galatians, “You have heard of my lifestyle in times past in the Jews’ religion (‘Ioudaism,’ or Judaism), how that beyond measure (‘huperbole,’ literally, ‘throwing beyond,’ or excessively) I persecuted (see Acts 7 & 9) the church of God (he now sees the real nature of his deed, as being against God and His Church!), and wasted (‘ravaged, destroyed,’ Acts 9:21) it.  And profited (‘advanced, progressed’; the word is an engineering term, and it literally means ‘to strike forward, to cut forward,’ like a corps of engineers chopping their way through a thick forest.  It combines the ideas of intense effort, determination, and zeal) in the Jews’ religion (‘Judaism’) above many my equals in mine own nation, being more exceedingly zealous of the traditions of my fathers” (Galatians 1:13-14).  Read these words several times, and in several translations.  Get the “feel” and the meaning of them.  Listen to the natural outcome of this religious zeal in the life of Paul: “As for Saul, he made havoc of the church, entering into every house, and haling men and women committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3).   Paul was a quite legalistic and fundamentalistic Jew, and religious legalism always tends toward fanaticism! 

A fundamentalist and legalistic Christian “hated cigarettes and cigarette smoking.”  In fact, he hated smoking so badly that, when he saw any person smoking, he would rush up to him, jerk the cigarette out of his mouth, throw it to the ground, stomp on it with his foot, and run away.  Well, he finally died of foot cancer!  One can easily see how supposed religious advantages are actually extreme disadvantages — and this is true of all religion!


Advantage Number Seven (the last one, and achieved advantage): “As touching the righteousness which is in the law, I was blameless.”  So he had the supposed advantage of personal righteousness, and his performance was truly remarkable.  The word “blameless” means “uncensored.”  Imagine this claim: “I stood uncensored before God and His holy law.”  Paul sounds here just like the rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16-22).  When Jesus stated the social demands of the law of God, the young man answered, “All these things have I observed from my youth up; what lack I yet?”  Can you personally imagine making such an extravagant moral claim as that while standing face to face with Incarnate Holiness — with God Himself?!  But Paul, who was a fierce religionist, makes the same claim as he finishes his list of supposed personal advantages in morality and religion.


His list is now complete.  He recites his received advantages — those of his ritual, his religion, his relationship, and his race.  Then he rehearses his achieved advantages — those of his rank, his record, and his righteousness.  Renowned writer Mark Twain wrote a story entitled, “Seven Characters In Search of a Plot.”  Here, we see seven religious “virtues” in search of eternal life.  But Paul shows that the quest for eternal life was fruitless if pursued through religious beliefs and practices, no matter how good they are.  Religion, man’s attempt to make himself presentable before God, must be replaced by true relationship with God, relationship which develops into a true romance between the human heart and the Eternal Lover.

II.  PAUL RENOUNCES HIS RELIGIOUS ADVANTAGES


Next, Paul repudiates those supposed advantages in which he had placed his entire hope and trust before he met Christ.  What a monumental reversal is taking place right before our eyes!  He begins to juggle his previous balance sheet.  The things he once saw as assets, he now recognizes as liabilities.  And the things he saw as liabilities before, he now sees as assets.  His debits have become credits, and his credits are now debits!  What a staggering turn-around, and especially for a full-blooded, practicing Jew!


Note his words with great care.  “But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ.  Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung” (verses 7 & 8).  “What things were gain to me” — now, his previous evaluation has been changed.  The past tense of the verb includes all of Paul’s history before he met Jesus Christ.  The word “gain” is plural (“gains”), packaging together as one bundle all of those previous supposed advantages we have discussed.  “Those I counted loss for Christ.”  The word “count” occurs three times in these next verses — once in verse seven, and twice in verse eight.  In verse seven, it is a perfect tense verb.  It means that at one point on the time line, something happened that caused him to totally reverse his Balance Sheet, and he came to count as loss everything he had seen before as a gain.  And the perfect tense verb means that his new evaluation is irreversible!  But in verse eight, the verb is a present tense: “I am continuing to count all those things but loss.”  It is as if Paul said, “In light of what happened in one great transforming moment, and in light of what I have continued to discover since then about the Person I have put in the place of all those supposed gains, I continue counting everything else but loss.”  This is an incredible testimony from an intellectual Jew who had previously practiced his Jewish religion with immeasurable zeal and earnestness.


The past tense verb of verse seven, “I counted those things loss for Christ,” refers to Paul’s conversion.  In that conversion, a crisis of reevaluation occurred.  All my previous advantages were instantaneously canceled, Paul cries.  A man asked his income tax adviser, “Can I deduct my wife’s beauty treatment from my taxes?”  “Why, no,” answered his adviser in surprise, “whatever gave you the impression that you could deduct your wife’s beauty treatment?”  “Well, it was a total loss!” the man retorted.  Even so, Paul now reports as a total loss all the religious and moral performances he had practiced before Christ entered his life.  The present tense verbs of verse eight, “I count all things but loss,” and “I count them but dung,” refers to Paul’s continuing evaluation, as the process of transformation progresses.    


What happened to this man?  Negatively, he suddenly saw all those previous supposed advantages in the blazing light of the only thing that really counts.  There is a great illustration of this text in the dramatic shipwreck story in the twenty-seventh chapter of the Book of Acts.  The word that is translated “loss” three times in our text is never used elsewhere in the Bible except in that story (Acts 27), where it occurs twice more.  Recall the story.  Paul is on his way to Rome to go on trial for his life.  He has appealed to Caesar, and he is being transported to Rome by ship.  Trying to complete the trip before storm season on the Mediterranean, they were caught in an extremely severe storm, a storm which lasted for fourteen days and nights.  That ship became like a cork in a bathtub with someone slapping the water.  I heard about a ship that sailed the high seas with a cargo of yo-yo’s on board.  It ran into a storm—and sank forty-two times!  The ship Paul was traveling on was in that kind of danger.  The storm was so ferocious that the crew belted the ship to keep it from breaking to pieces. 


The ship was carrying a cargo of wheat, the reason for the ship’s journey.  That wheat was considered a “gain” to the owner of the wheat, a gain to every crew member aboard the ship, and it was a potential gain to anyone who negotiated to buy and sell that wheat.  However, it was only and always regarded as a “gain” because there was no issue any greater than the profit of that wheat.  But the moment life and death became the issue, they threw that cargo of wheat overboard as if it were totally worthless!  That which had been regarded as nothing but gain previously was reckoned instantly to be worthless in comparison to the value of life itself.  And no lengthy thought was necessary to make that reckoning!  


Paul made a similar reckoning here.  He had discovered that religion was like a vine (the religious adherent, the “believer”) fastening itself to a dead tree (the religion).  An actual vine attached itself to the dead limb of a tree and clung there.  But a storm broke the limb off the trunk of the tree, leaving the vine lying on the ground without support.  The limb may be a religious institution, or a religious ritual, or a religious practice, or a favorite minister, but these things will collapse and leave the soul without eternal support. 


Here stands a man before God.  He draws himself up smugly in the pride of his own character and performance and announces to himself, “I am quite safe and invulnerable.  If anyone has reason to boast in his standing, I have such a reason” You see, he has never previously seen the true nature and responsibility of this position.  That accurate awareness requires a miracle, a miracle which is called “conviction” (see John 16:7-11).  But now, that miracle has happened for this man.  His eyes have been opened to eternal reality.  The issues of life, death, and eternity have come home to his mind, heart, and soul with their proper force.  Previously, he could be superficial in his evaluations, though he did not realize how shallow his evaluations were.  But now, as Thomas Carlyle once said, “Through the cobwebs of life, death and eternity sat glaring at me!”  What a revolution occurs, what a transformation happens, in such a moment!  In that moment, Paul says, “I packaged up all the things I had earlier thought to be gains, and I threw them all overboard on account of Christ.”  My friend, if this has not happened to you, you need to have a good, long, accurate, absorbing look at Jesus!  


George Regas, in a book with a strange title, Kiss Yourself and Hug the World, writes, “There is a moment in Leonard Bernstein’s modern opera, MASS, with which I identify in the most profound way.  The priest celebrating the mass puts on one priestly vestment after another, one elegant robe on top of another.  Then the priest staggers under the weight of all that tradition.  There is a sense of violence in the scene, as if all that religiosity is about to destroy him.  Finally the priest tears off all the vestments and stands in his blue jeans and a T-shirt before the altar.  He sings, ‘Look at me.  There is nothing but me under this.’” This is the kind of transaction Paul makes in our text.  And forever after, he could never understand why anyone in his right mind would want to go back to the old way of religious tradition and bondage.  I agree.  Would a modern Chinese woman who has been set free from the traditions of bound feet and obsolete ways return to their discomfort and deformity?  Paul here repudiates his previous supposed advantage — because he has found something infinitely better.

III.  PAUL REPLACES HIS PREVIOUS ADVANTAGES   


Finally, the Apostle Paul replaces his supposed previous advantages with Christ Himself.  “Yea, doubtless, and I count...” This is a present tense verb.  Christian, are you doing this right now?  Look at the Balance Sheet of your life.  How much value do you give to anything else?  Does Jesus Christ totally determine the value system of your life?  Is everything else basically worthless when compared to Christ?  Be very careful at this point.  Imagine yourself giving up all possessions and relationships in a moment, and see if Christ alone would be enough in that moment.  Have you abandoned “all things” (verse eight) — all good things (your securities, your possessions, your relationships, your morality, etc.), and all bad things (your sins, mistakes, and failures) — and determined that Jesus is really all you have and all you need?  Note Paul’s reason for making such as exchange: “On account of the excellency of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  Here is the supreme advantage of life!  And these words were written by a man who could marshal a list of the very best advantages man can find outside of Christ!  


Other translations may help us understand the magnificence of these words.  H. C. G. Moule speaks of “the surpassingness of knowing Christ.”  Another speaks of “the superiority of knowing Christ.”  The New American Standard Bible combines these ideas into “the surpassing value of knowing Christ.”  The Amplified Bible translates it, “I count everything as loss compared to the possession of the priceless privilege — the overwhelming preciousness — of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, and of progressively becoming more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, of perceiving and recognizing and understanding Him more fully and clearly.”  


At this point, let me share with you the live, intense, moving translation of our entire text by Eugene Peterson in his The Message paraphrase: “I can list what many might think are impressive credentials.  You know my pedigree: a legitimate birth, circumcised on the eighth day; an Israelite from the elite tribe of Benjamin; a strict and devout adherent to God’s law; a fiery defender of the purity of my religion, even to the point of persecuting Christians; a meticulous observer of everything set down in God’s law Book.  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.  Yes, all the things I once thought were so important are gone from my life.  Compared to the high privilege of knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is insignificant — dog dung.  I’ve dumped it all in the trash so that I could embrace Christ and be embraced by him.  I didn’t want some petty, inferior brand of righteousness that comes from keeping a list of rules when I could get the robust kind that comes from trusting Christ — God’s righteousness.”  


I think that any honest reader would see that Paul has crossed a “Grand Canyon” of experience and relationship, and his life has been absolutely turned right side up!  Well, dear friend, the same thing has happened to me!  And to multitudes of others!  A Great Divide has been crossed.  We have left one bank of “the Rubicon” and stand solidly on the far side, and we are not even looking back!  The glory of Christ is increasingly prepossessing us — in spite of ourselves and our many sins and failures!  Jesus is increasingly becoming “all in all” to us.  And we must confess that we find great pity in our hearts for the person who is still standing in the dung pile on the other side of this relationship.


This is what Paul had come to: (1) A new perspective.  “The things I counted as gains, I have come to regard as losses.  The things I once saw as losses, I now see as gains.”  (2) A new position.  “My desire to be found in Christ.”  Whether he is searched out by the day of living or the day of dying, the day of judgment, the day of eternity, the day of destiny, his one desire is to be found in Christ.  (3) A new possession.  “Not having my own righteousness, which is of the law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith.”  (4) A new potential.  “That I may always get to know Christ better.”  Paul is like Christopher Columbus, landed on the beach of a continent, and not knowing how vast the interior is, but beginning to explore that limitless continent.  “I have landed; now I want to thoroughly explore the interior.  Every day I live, I want to know Christ better.”  Jesus is an infinite Person, and will require infinite study and infinite personal adjustments to adequately know Him.  This is a task that might occupy all of eternity.  Jesus is easily possessed at the introduction of the relationship, but His personality will require limitless exploration to get to fully know Him.  


License your imagination, and picture this scene.  See the gray light of pre-dawn on a certain day.  Our focus is on a young Pharisee.  He is wearing the clothing of his religious order.  But he had dressed in the dark.  You see, every man who thinks he can make himself acceptable to God has dressed in the dark.  He is wearing the phylacteries, tiny boxes containing scripture texts, on his wrists and forehead.  The broad borders of his robe are also covered with scripture texts.  He wears the sacred cord that identifies him as a son of the law.  He wears the inner “garment of zeal,” and over that, a robe that appears spotless, “the righteousness of the law.”  Decked in all of this impressive finery, he thinks of himself as “blameless.”  Around the room are burnish mirrors, and as he considers his garments in the gray light, he imagines himself to be highly commendable and likely to stand an excellent chance to pass the Divine examination — both for this world, and the world to come.  But remember, he has dressed in the dark.  He can only think these garments to be presentable enough because the light has been so dim.  If the light had been brighter, he would have detected all kinds of disqualifying blemishes in his covering.  


While we stand gazing into this room, the dim gray light brightens into the morning, and in the light of its growing brightness, the young Pharisee beholds himself in the mirrors.  As he examines himself in the growing light, he becomes increasingly distressed over what he sees.  He notices a series of flaws in the “blameless” robe of his personal righteousness, and he takes it off and flings it away.  Then he strips off the “garment of zeal,” realizing that it is not as pure as he once thought it to be.  Successively, he puts aside his Pharisaic dress, one garment at a time.  As the revealing light shows how filthy his garments really are (Isaiah 64:6), he strips them off, and tramples them beneath his feet, refusing to trust in them any longer.  He is horrified to think that if the Sun of Righteousness, Jesus, had not arisen (Malachi 4:2), he might have gone out into eternity and never known his mistake until he faced the Great White Throne, the place of condemnation for all lost people.  


Now the soul has been stripped of all of its false trusts.  It has been stripped of all dependence upon itself, its feelings, its good desires, its good ambitions, its prayers, its baptism, its church membership, its performance, its works, its character.  Suddenly, in the light of desperate dependence, he sees Jesus, holding in His pierced hand a bright, clean robe of perfect righteousness, a robe woven on the looms of Heaven by the hands of Christ Himself.  This is the perfect justification which He has purchased with His own hands, and which he now offers to the former Pharisee.  In fact, this righteousness is offered to all men, whether “secular” sinners or “sacred” sinners, on the basis of faith.  As we watch, the naked young former Pharisee (a “sacred” sinner) puts out his trembling hand and takes the perfect robe.  As if assisted by an unseen Divine Hand, he is quickly clothed in this new garment.   As this happens, Paul’s soul echoes an old song of celebration which will never cease: “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my soul shall exult in my God: for He has clothed me with the garments of salvation, He has covered me with the robe of righteousness” (Isaiah 61:10).


      “My hope is built on nothing less, Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness,

                    I dare not trust the sweetest frame, But wholly lean on Jesus’ Name.

                    When He shall come with trumpet sound, O may I then in Him be found:

                    Dressed in His righteousness alone, Faultless to stand before the throne.

                    On Christ, the solid rock, I stand, All other ground is sinking sand.”

