Living Above the Circumstances #8

“Coping with Distractions (part 1)”

Philippians 3:4-11

Our culture has a problem, and it is growing. (Hey, over here!) It used to be considered a problem with children that they would eventually grow out of, but more and more adults are being diagnosed with this condition. (Put down your phone, please!) I am speaking of Attention Deficit Disorder, also known as ADD. (Look, a squirrel!) This past week I began researching statistics on adults with ADD, but then I got distracted…

Why is Attention Deficit Disorder on the rise? Is it something physiological that happens in the human brain?  Is it due to modern technology that allows people to multitask more efficiently? Or is it an indication of mental weakness—that we don’t train ourselves to stick to one thing and see it through before moving onto something else?  

I don’t know the answers to those questions, but I do know that distractions have been a problem for a long time…much longer than many of our modern technologies have been around. One area of our lives affected by this is the spiritual realm. Over the next two Sundays I want to address the topic of “Coping with Distractions” from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, chapter three, verses 4-17.

One thing to recognize as we begin this study is that distractions are often not bad things in and of themselves. They may be good things—even necessary things—but if they draw our attention away from the most important things, we can be in trouble.

Paul’s Impressive Pedigree 

We begin with Paul’s impressive pedigree in Philippians 3:4-6,

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 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 Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.
This passage follows what we considered last week, the detractors who attacked Paul and tried to undermine his work. He described them in verse two as “dogs, those men who do evil, those mutilators of the flesh.” He goes on to describe the Christians in the next verse, “For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh— though I myself have reasons for such confidence.”
These words about “confidence in the flesh” triggered a lot of emotion in Paul. He must have experienced a flashback to the way he was for so many years. Before his conversion, he was the personification of a proud Pharisee. Nobody’s trophy case was larger. His wall could have been covered with plaques, diplomas, framed letters from influential individuals, and numerous artifacts.

What does Paul say about himself? He was born into a pure Hebrew family and was circumcised on the eighth day. That meant he was not a proselyte (a Gentile convert to Judaism), nor was he descended from Ishmael (Abraham’s other son) or Esau (Isaac’s other son). The Judaizers would understand Paul’s reference to the tribe of Benjamin, because Benjamin and Joseph were Jacob’s favorite sons. They were born to Rachel, Jacob’s favorite wife. Israel’s first king came from Benjamin (also named Saul), and this little tribe was faithful to David during the rebellion under Absalom. Paul’s human heritage was something to be proud of!
 He was truly a “Hebrew of the Hebrews.” 

Paul did not have anything to do with those things, though, so he went on to speak of his own accomplishments. With regard to the Jewish Law, he was a Pharisee, the strictest sect of the Jews. They were the separatists. In fact, the word “Pharisee” stands for separation—from all things evil.
 They were considered the most religious of all groups at that time. Within that group, Paul was no wallflower. He describes himself as “zealous,” and the Greek word for “zeal” would almost have a technical meaning at that time for a strict Jew who was a member of the fanatical party among the Pharisees who called themselves Zealots.
 (Remember Jesus’ disciple, “Simon the Zealot”? In today’s terms, they would be considered religious terrorists.) Perhaps the most surprising term in this section is “faultless.” This does not mean that the pre-converted Saul was sinless; notice that he writes, “as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.” The Greek word Paul uses for faultless refers in particular to avoiding sins of omission. As far as the Law was concerned, Paul had left nothing undone.
 But it is important to remember the standard by which he is measuring his past life. It is only by reference to the legalistic observance of the Jewish law that his verdict can be recorded as “faultless.”
 If righteousness could have been gained by obeying the rules and living by the book, he had been the most righteous man who ever lived!

We might wonder, “What on earth is Paul doing here?” The answer is that Paul took on the Judaizers on their own ground: their religiousness, which they mistook for righteousness. There was a time when Paul was more religious than any of them, more “Jewish” than them all. His attack on their confidence in the flesh was not merely academic. He had once been where they still were, sat where they still sat, thought as they still thought, done what they still did.
 

Paul’s Incredible Position

All that being said, we move on to Paul’s incredible position in verses 7-8, “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish…”
It’s not typical for someone to reel off his impressive pedigree and then reject all of it as worthless, but that’s just what Paul does. What he valued and thought profitable before—his birthright as a Jew and his training as a Pharisee—is now worthless and unprofitable.
 In this intensely autobiographical section, Paul becomes an “auditor” who opens the books to see what wealth he has, and he discovers that he is bankrupt!

Like an accountant, Paul draws up a kind of profit-and-loss account. On one side of the ledger he puts everything he can think of that could be considered profitable—his ancestry, parentage, and education; his Hebrew culture; his religious zeal and legalistic righteousness. In the other column he writes one word only—Christ. Then he makes a careful calculation and concludes in verse eight, “I count everything sheer loss, far outweighed by the gain of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”
 The word “gain” is plural in the Greek, namely, “gains.” “Loss,” however, is singular. The various gains are all counted as one loss.
 This is similar to what Jesus said in Matthew 16:26, “For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul?” [nkjv]

The verb tense of “I now consider” is the Greek perfect, denoting an action in past time that is effective in the present. It refers to the choice of his conversion, on its human side, and reminds us that the transformation of Paul’s life did not come about gradually and unconsciously. It came dramatically with abiding effects.
 
At this point we might ask: “How could a sincere man like Saul of Tarsus be so wrong?” The answer is: he was using the wrong measuring stick! Like the rich young ruler of Mark 10:17–22 and the Pharisee in Christ’s parable of Luke 18:10–14, Saul was looking at the outside and not the inside. He was comparing himself with standards set by men, not by God. As far as outwardly obeying the demands of the Law, Paul was a success, but he did not stop to consider the inward sins he was committing. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus makes it clear that there are sinful attitudes and appetites as well as sinful actions (Matt. 5:21-48).
 Richard Halverson comments, 

Someone has said that the devil’s best argument against the Gospel is a good man. There are citizens in American cities who never darken the door of a church; and if you ask them why, they will say, “I am as good as anybody who goes to church,” and as a matter of fact outwardly they are. It is their goodness which keeps them from Jesus Christ and the Gospel.

It is not the men on skid-row, or on all of the skid-rows in America combined; it is not those in the second precinct in Washington, D.C., or of all of the substandard precincts of our cities; it is not the men in the prisons of our country who will finally be responsible for the demise of our civilization. If our nation dies, it will be due to the respectable people in our country who on the basis of their self-righteousness will not come to Jesus Christ and be saved. The attitude is the real enemy of the Gospel, not skid-rows and prisons and tenements but good people who refuse Christ.

In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught in Matthew 5:20, “For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” Jesus wasn’t changing the game plan; He was simply clarifying what the plan had always been from the beginning. Instead of putting the emphasis on the external—ritual and legalism—the follower of God is to put emphasis on the internal—faith and obedience. Righteousness comes only through God’s grace, responding to faith in the heart of the believer.
 Always has…always will!

Like most “religious” people today, Paul had enough morality to keep him out of trouble, but not enough righteousness to get him into heaven! It was not bad things that kept Paul away from Jesus—it was good things! He had to lose his “religion” to find salvation.
 Paul discovered all this when he found Christ As a result, he was extremely leery of anything that might cloud the necessity for commitment to and trust in Jesus Christ. Those are spiritual distractions—things that tempt us to take our eyes off of Jesus and onto our own efforts. Our problem, so often, is that we put our confidence in what we know and what we do and where we’re going and what we plan. But if it rules out the Lord, it’s “putting confidence in the flesh.”

Paul evaluated his religious inheritance and accomplishments with strongly negative language. To him it was all a total loss. All his inheritance and achievements—”I consider them rubbish,” he said in verse eight. Paul said this, not because most of these things were bad in themselves, but because they stood in the way of his personal relationship with God.

What might our distractions be? A godly upbringing, a good attendance record in Sunday School, memorization of Bible verses, having a good grasp on Bible doctrine and theology, active involvement in a number of Christian ministries…the list goes on and on. We need to be careful that we do not put our trust in these things—good things, to be sure—and fail to put our trust in Jesus Christ and what He has done.

Paul’s Indispensable Passion

Paul does not end on a negative note, though. In verses 8-9 we see his indispensable passion:

What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing 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 own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 

Paul felt that the greatest thing that ever happened to him was getting to know Christ.
 Upon his conversion, Paul’s religious experience and message shifted from being man-centered to being Christ-centered. In fact, in this final paragraph he mentioned Jesus Christ five times to describe his relationship with God; in the previous paragraph he had talked only about his inheritance and his achievements.
 John Stott observes,

It is extraordinary how many people think that the essence of Christianity is either believing the creed or living an upright life or going to church, all of which are important but miss the centrality of Christ. They need to read Paul’s letter to the Philippians and especially note 1:21: “For to me, to live is Christ.”

The expression “the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord,” does not refer to the knowledge Jesus possesses, but the knowledge of Jesus Paul gained through the experience of intimate companionship and communion with Him.
 This means much more than knowledge about Christ, because Paul had that kind of historical information before he was saved. To “know Christ” means to have a personal relationship with Him through faith. You and I know about many people, even people who lived centuries ago, but we know personally very few. “Christianity is Christ.” Salvation is knowing Him in a personal way.
 The expression “to know Christ” is intimate (“my Lord”), and glows with the warmth of a direct relationship.

The phrase, “that I may gain Christ” does not refer to Paul’s acquisition of Christ as Saviour, but to Paul’s appropriating into his life as a Christian. This is the translation of the same Greek word translated “profit” in verse seven.
 Whatever seemed to be an asset was really a liability, but this is the true asset. We are reminded of Jim Elliot’s words: “He is no fool to give what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”
 Christianity is Christ—knowing Him, gaining Him, and trusting Him.
 Maybe now is a good time for us to become an accountant and evaluate in our life the “things” that matter most to us.
 Are they distracting us from what really matters…faith in what Christ has done and getting to know Him better? If so, we may need to “take out the trash” spiritually and get our focus back where it belongs.

I want to close on a personal note. Initially I had not included verses 10-11 in this study, but there is no question that they belong in this context. Paul writes,

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.
There is another reason why I want to consider them this morning.

One year ago today, my father went home to be with the Lord. For many years he had these two verses—Philippians 3:10-11 from The Amplified Bible—printed and framed on his wall under the title, “My Life’s Purpose”:

[For my determined purpose is] that I may know Him [that I may progressively become more deeply and intimately acquainted with Him, perceiving and recognizing and understanding the wonders of His Person more strongly and more clearly], and that I may in that same way come to know the power outflowing from His resurrection [which it exerts over believers], and that I may so share His sufferings as to be continually transformed [in spirit into His likeness even] to His death, [in the hope] that if possible I may attain to the [spiritual and moral] resurrection [that lifts me] out from among the dead [even while in the body].
Verse 11 seems a bit awkward, and, frankly, I’m not sure The Amplified Bible makes it any clearer! The Living Bible may help out here: “So, whatever it takes, I will be one who lives in the fresh newness of life of those who are alive from the dead.” Paul does not seem to be merely looking to the final resurrection, but perhaps living here and now in the same power that raised Jesus from the dead.

Chuck Swindoll calls this text “a statement of [Paul’s] consuming passion.”
 I would say the same thing about my father. I want this to be, in the words of a favorite contemporary song, “my magnificent obsession.” This is how we cope with distractions—even good things that can keep us from the best thing—to focus on knowing Christ, becoming more like Him. As the chorus goes, 

Turn your eyes upon Jesus,

Look full in His wonderful face,

And the things of earth with grow strangely dim

In the light of His glory and grace.

“Magnificent Obsession”

Lord, You know how much I wanna know so much
In the way of answers and explanations
I have cried and prayed, and still I seem to stay
In the middle of life’s complications


All this pursuing leaves me feelin’ like
I’m chasin’ down the wind
But now it’s brought me back to You
And I can see again

This is everything I want,
This is everything I need,
I want this to be my one consuming passion
Everything my heart desires
Lord, I want it all to be for You, Jesus,
Be my magnificent obsession
 
So capture my heart again, take me to depths I’ve never been
Into the riches of Your grace and Your mercy
Return me to the cross, and let me be completely lost
In the wonder of the love that You’ve shown me


Cut through these chains that tie me down
To so many lesser things,
Let all my dreams fall to the ground
Until this one remains

This is everything I want,
This is everything I need,
I want this to be my one consuming passion
Everything my heart desires
Lord, I want it all to be for You, Jesus,
Be my magnificent obsession


You are everything I want,
You are everything I need,
I want You to be my one consuming passion
Everything my heart desires
Lord, I want it all to be for You, Jesus,
Be my magnificent obsession
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