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Text 
…though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence 

in the flesh, I have more: 
5 
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; 
6 
as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic 

righteousness, faultless. 
7 
But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 

8 
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 
9 
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. 
10 

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, 
11 

and so, 

somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

 

Introduction 
 Who are you? 

 Who are you?  What defines you?  Have you ever been at a party with people you 

don’t know?  What’s generally the first question people ask?  “So, what do you do?”  The 

assumption people have is that once they know that you’re a consultant or an architect or 

a housewife or a waitress they have you figured out.  They place you in a box.  You’re 

pinned. 

And we think this way about ourselves, don’t we?  Everybody’s searching for 

meaning and purpose in life.  We want to find a sense of worth, something that we can 

point to that says, “This is who I am.  This is where I belong.  This is my identity.”   

There’s a really good illustration of this concept of identity from a movie that 

shows different characters wrestling with who they are, finding themselves, finding their 

place in life, …but I can’t think of it right now.  I know there is one.  Maybe you can 

think of a good story that’s all about this. 

 But this is what a lot of movies and stories are about, isn’t it?  This is what 

everyone is about.  Who am I?  People start settling into camps somewhere around junior 

high school.  Some are pretty – the cheerleaders, the guys every girl has a crush on – and 

they find their identity in make-up and making out.  Some are smart and so they find their 

niche in making good grades and being in the gifted and talented class.  There are all 

sorts of labels and classes and categories people gravitate to.  You’ve got the jocks, the 

band nerds, the computer geeks. 
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And that’s just the start of many more identity crises.  Where do I work?  How 

much money do I make?  What kind of car do I drive?  What kind of clothes do I wear?  

Where do I live?  Am I married?  What do my kids do?  And so on…  We all desperately 

need a sense of identity. 

I define the term identity as what you latch onto to find a sense of security and 

worth.  When you’re down or discouraged or confused what do you point to about 

yourself or your life or your accomplishments to find some kind of anchor?  It’s this 

fundamental human search for identity that Paul is talking about in today’s text.  In short, 

as we go through this text what we’re going to see is just this: the only way to truly find 

yourself is to be found in Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Paul’s Resume 
 Last week we looked at the first part of chapter 3, the first 3 verses.  Really those 

verses go together with today’s verses, but I wanted to lay the groundwork for what Paul 

was about to say.  We talked about the radical difference between a man-centered 

theology and a God-centered one; between cat theology and dog theology.  We saw Paul 

exhibiting a thoroughgoing God-centered understanding of reality and maintaining that 

only from within this system is true joy possible.  He warned the Philippians against this 

man-centered movement called the Judaizers that advocated a “Jesus + something we do” 

kind of spirituality.  Specifically in this instance it was keeping certain Jewish laws and 

customs, most notably circumcision. 

 Paul said, “Watch out!  That stuff will suck your joy.  God is at the center and the 

real people of God are those who genuinely worship him, who boast in Christ and what 

he has done, and who put absolutely no confidence in themselves.”  Do you look to 

yourself or do you look to God? 

 Paul continues this line of reasoning today by answering the objection some might 

give – “Ah, c’mon now.  Aren’t you being a little too hard on yourself?”  So Paul 

acknowledges that he himself has “reasons for such confidence” (v. 4a).  In fact, Paul 

says, “If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more” (v. 

4b).  Here’s a guy, if anyone would want to make much of himself, he would be the one.  

He can play that game if he wants to.  He operated within this man-centered, Judaizing-

type of grid for awhile.  He knows what it’s like to put confidence in the flesh, to find his 

identity in himself.  So he lists off his credentials, his resume of sorts. 

 Now it’s helpful to think here of a banking ledger or a spreadsheet I guess for 

today’s tech crowd.  In one column Paul is going to list what he had going for him, his 

assets.  He lists seven things.  First four are inherited assets, last three are earned: 

 “Circumcised on the eighth day” (v. 5a).  Circumcision was such a big deal to the 

Judaizers and Paul is saying, “I’m circumcised.”  But even more than that he was 

circumcised on the eighth day, exactly as the Jewish law prescribed (Lev. 12:3).  So it 

wasn’t as if he was an adult convert to Judaism or Jewish Christianity and circumcised 

later in life like some of his opponents might have been.  He was circumcised as a child. 

 More than that, his parents were full blooded Jews.  The second phrase here is, 

“Of the people of Israel” (v. 5b).  He was an Israelite by birth. 
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 “Of the tribe of Benjamin” (v. 5c).  He could trace his genealogy, which was big 

for a Jew.  The tribe of Benjamin was an honorable tribe, especially due to the fact that its 

territory contained the Jewish capital – the holy city of Jerusalem with its temple.  And 

when the nation split in the 10
th

 century B.C. the tribes of Benjamin and Judah were the 

only two of the twelve tribes that remained loyal to the Davidic line. 

 Paul says he was “a Hebrew of Hebrews” (v. 5d).  He was as Jewish as you could 

get.  “The Hebrew son of Hebrew parents.”
1
  He spoke the language, had the connections, 

the name, everything.  His pedigree was impeccable. 

 This was the position Paul was born into.  But it didn’t stop there.  He lived the 

Hebrew life.  First of all, “in regard to the law, [he was] a Pharisee” (v. 5e).  He wasn’t 

just a nominal, cultural, ethnic Jew.  He was a practicing Jew.  The Pharisees, Paul says 

elsewhere, where the “strictest sect” of Judaism (Acts 26:5).  He interpreted the 

Scriptures conservatively and studied them diligently under one of the leading teachers of 

the day – Gamaliel (cf. Acts 22:3).  He was a Pharisee. 

 “As for zeal,” Paul says, “[I was] persecuting the church” (v. 6a).  He was zealous 

for the law and the traditions and vigorously championed them and opposed any 

teachings that seemed to deviate from them.  Here was a man who was “on fire for God.” 

 And finally, Paul says, “As for legalistic righteousness, faultless” (v. 6b).  He kept 

the rules.  In junior high he would have been the ‘goody two-shoes’.  This is pretty 

impressive.  If anyone could feel good about himself it would have been Paul.  He did 

everything right.  He was the model Jew.  He gave money, worshipped at the temple, 

prayed, knew the Bible, celebrated all the feasts.  He had found his identity in religion 

and he had put together quite a resume. 

 Identity – what you latch onto to find a sense of security and worth.  Identity is a 

much discussed thing today.  Some find it in their ethnicity.  I was looking through the 

UIC Flame this week and here on page 8 of the Inferno section I saw an advertisement 

for a discussion on Black love – “Join us on Tuesday, February 13
th

 from 11:30 a.m. to 1 

p.m. as we discuss romantic relationships in the Black community.”  The event is co-

sponsored by the Black Student Union.  So there’s a community of people who find their 

identity in being black. 

 Right next to that ad is one that reads, “Join us in exploring and negotiating 

multiple identities within, outside, and in-between the LGBTQ community.  Topics will 

include: race/ethnicity, class, gender identity, sexuality, ability, size, culture, spirituality, 

language, and more.”  Sounds interesting.  This is all about identity.  It’s co-sponsored by 

the Office of GLBT Concerns.  So there’s a whole group of people who are seeking to 

find their identity in the sexual orientation.  That’s who they are.  That’s what makes 

them feel good about themselves. 

 What is it for you?  What’s your identity?  Do you find your identity in your 

ethnicity or your sexuality?  Do you find your identity in your job?  You work hard, get 

promotions, make good money.  Do you find your identity in doing good?  A couple 

weeks ago the Time Out Chicago cover story was about volunteering in the city.  One 

organization was soliciting volunteers with this line – “If you’re feeling guilty because 

you’re pushing 30 and still haven’t done any volunteer work…”  Many people feel a 

nagging sense of guilt to do good and find an outlet in community service, being a good 

citizen.  Or do you find your identity in your religiousness?  You don’t smoke, swear, 

sleep around, drink, dance, do drugs; you grew up in the church and go to church and 
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serve at church.  What I want you to do is take that card and the red pens you were all 

given when you came in today and take a few minutes to write your own reasons for 

putting confidence in the flesh – where you got your degree from, how many degrees you 

have,… whatever you can point to and feel good about.  If you were doing what Paul did, 

what would you say? 

Just to kind help you think along these lines, I did this this week and I’ll share with 

you some of what’s on my card: 

 

• grew up in a Christian home and went to church every Sunday 

• never got caught up with the “wrong crowd” 

• knew I wanted to be a preacher since I was 15 

• got straight As in high school and went to the “Harvard of Christian schools” for 

undergrad and grad school 

• married when I was 23, owned my first home when I was 24, started pastoring a 

church when I was 25 

 

Maybe some of you feel like you don’t have anything: your job sucks, you’ve got 

no money, you’re ugly… you kind of feel like a loser.  Write down where you’re trying 

desperately to find your identity.  What is it that you don’t have going for you that’s 

making you frustrated and depressed?  Follow me? 

 

The Superiority of Knowing Christ 

Alright, you can keep jotting stuff down on that card as time goes on if you think 

of more stuff.  Paul has just listed out what his life’s ledger used to look like – all of his 

assets.  Now there’s another column in such a spreadsheet – the liabilities.  There’s 

‘gains’ and ‘losses’.  What you’ve got going for you and what you’ve got going against 

you.  Paul’s just given an impressive list of things he had going for him, things that 

bolstered his identity as a religious person.  “But,” v. 7, “whatever was to my profit I now 

consider loss for the sake of Christ.” 

A guy named James Boice put it this way: “Paul came to the point where he 

opened his ledger book.  He looked at what he had accumulated by inheritance and by his 

efforts and reflected that these things actually kept him from Christ.  He then took the 

entire list and placed it where it belonged – under the list of liabilities.  He called it ‘loss,’ 

and under assets he wrote, ‘Jesus Christ alone.’”
2
  He cut and paste the asset column into 

the liabilities column. 

“What is more,” Paul continues, “I consider everything a loss compared to the 

surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 

things [and] consider them rubbish” (v. 8).  All of these attributes and accolades Paul had 

staked his life upon were empty and worthless compared to Christ.  He uses pretty strong 

language here, doesn’t he?  Rubbish.  The KJV has dung.  The word could refer either to 

excrement or garbage, neither one a very positive term.  These things had become 

repulsive to Paul, disgusting, revolting.  He discarded this list onto the trash heap of toxic 

waste. 

One commentator writes, “In the process of reevaluation [Paul] perceived with 

horror that the things he had hitherto viewed as benefiting him had in reality been 

working to destroy him, because they were blinding him to his need for the ‘real 
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righteousness’ …which God required.”
3
  That’s the thing – all our human discontent, all 

our gropings for meaning, all our unshakeable restlessness, all our searching for identity 

stems from our estrangement from God.  Even though most people wouldn’t admit it, we 

all know deep down that there’s something not right about us.  There’s something 

missing, something inadequate.  We’ve sinned and been separated from God, our Maker.  

And we’re lost. 

And what was the first thing the first humans did after they sinned and rebelled 

against God?  They put on some clothes, because they were ashamed.  Likewise, we put 

on masks.  They grabbed fig leaves; we grab fame and fortune.  We scurry and scrounge 

for a place to hide, a place to find security and worth… identity.  And many, like Paul, 

find it in religion. 

But in Isaiah 64:6 it says, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all 

our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”  Literally, that word there means menstrual rags.  

The Bible uses graphic terms to describe our “righteous acts” – dung, menstrual rags.  

The point is – it doesn’t work!!  Fig leaves and ethnic heritage and religious involvement 

don’t work, they don’t fill the hole, they don’t satisfy, …they don’t mend the broken 

relationship with God.  Our debt against him is infinite and the longer we try to repay it 

on our own, the further in debt we go.  That’s the realization Paul came to – “whatever 

was to my profit I now consider loss[/dead end/bankrupt/rubbish]” (v. 7). 

 And he says at the end of v. 8 – “I have lost all things.”  He forfeits these things.  

He no longer holds onto them.  He let’s go.  For him it’s all or nothing.  You can’t hold 

onto these things any more.  “I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing 

greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for [whom] I have lost all things” (v. 8). Paul 

has found something that is surpassingly greater which causes him to relinquish any 

claim to anything else and that is Christ.  And he talks about Jesus in two ways here – an 

objective sense and a subjective sense.  He lists his reasons for putting confidence in the 

flesh but then says, “Whatever I perceived as being to me gain, these things I now 

consider loss in light of Christ, compared to knowing him.”  And he unpacks this in two 

ways – an objective sense and a subjective sense. 

 

Objective Union with Christ 

 Objectively Paul wants to “gain Christ and be found in him” (vv. 8b-9a).  Christ is 

an infinitely valuable object.  He wants to gain him, to have him in his asset column, if 

you will.  He doesn’t want “to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul” (cf. Mk. 8:36).  

He wants to forfeit the whole world (as a source of identity), in order to gain Christ.  The 

only thing in his eternal bank account that matters is Jesus. 

 Then he switches the metaphor a bit.  He says he wants to be found in Christ.  

When God comes looking Paul doesn’t want to be found hiding behind trees and a few 

fig leaves.  He doesn’t want to be found wrapped in an American flag, be found with a 

PhD attached to his name, be found clinging to a relationship, be found propping himself 

with good deeds… he wants to be found in Christ. 

 What does it mean to gain Christ; what does it mean to be found in him?  It means 

to have what is Christ’s be counted as yours.  Paul explains – “[I’ve repudiated all other 

means of finding my identity in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him; that is] 

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” (v. 9).  Paul’s 
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talking here about an imputation of an alien righteousness.  Paul’s “righteousness,” his 

religious identity, doesn’t cut it.  In fact, it only serves to put him deeper into the hole.  

He doesn’t want to have a “righteousness” derived from his law-keeping for that would 

be worthless.  But rather he wants a righteousness that comes from God and is credited to 

his account by right of his faith in Christ.  Adam and Eve’s fig leaves didn’t do it.  God 

had to kill an animal and make clothes for them out of its skin – a foreshadowing of the 

death of Christ.  We need what only God can provide.  We need to be clothed with 

Christ. 

 Galatians 3:27 says, “All of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 

yourselves with Christ.”  When you look to Christ in faith you are objectively 

incorporated into Jesus, in the sense that now what’s yours is his and what’s his is yours.  

Your life is wrapped up in his.  You are in Christ.  So Christ takes your sin and pays the 

eternal penalty for it on the cross with his blood and you take his righteousness as your 

own.  You gain Christ.  It’s an objection transaction.  You are found in him.  It’s an 

objective change of position.  You are in an objective sense declared righteous.  You now 

have a right standing with God; a sense of security, knowing that the God of the Universe 

accepts you and sees you as righteous; a refuge, knowing that he loves you as he does his 

own Son.  Your identity is in Christ.  We simply distrust ourselves and trust Christ and 

objectively we are made righteous by right of Christ.  Isn’t that amazing?! 

 

Subjective Union with Christ 
 Paul also desires a subjective understanding of Christ.  Not just the sweet 

knowledge that Christ’s righteousness is credited to his account and that he is objectively 

in Christ, but also a deep, intimate, experience of his life being caught up into the life of 

Christ; that he is subjectively in Christ.  He says, “I want to know Christ and the power of 

his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings” (v. 10a).  Knowledge in 

the Bible is not just mental understanding or cognitive comprehension, but something 

that involves the soul.  As J.I. Packer states, “One can know a great deal about God 

without much knowledge of him.”
4
  The knowledge spoke of here is a knowledge of 

Christ – something intimate, akin to the sexual relationship between a husband and wife; 

a spiritual connection.  Right now the 3-8 year old kids are learning about Elkanah and 

Hannah – the barren woman who became the mother of Samuel.  In that story we read, 

“And Elkanah knew Hannah his wife” and she conceived (1Sam. 1:19).  Paul wants to 

know Christ. 

 He wants the realization of having Christ and being in Christ to begin to take over 

his whole life.  He wants to be so joined to Christ that his life begins to ooze into the 

mold of Christ’s.  It’s an experiential knowing.  He wants to experience the power of 

Christ’s resurrection flowing through him.  He doesn’t want to rely on his own will 

power.  He wants to experience the power that raised Jesus from the dead coming over 

him and making him alive.  He also wants to experience the sufferings of Christ.  He 

wants to share in them. 

 He wants this deep, experiential knowledge of Christ by becoming like him; “like 

him in his death and so, somehow, [like him in attaining] to the resurrection from the 

dead” (v. 10b-11).  He wants to know Christ by being conformed to his death in order to 

share in his resurrection.  One person has called this concept cruciformity.
5
  Cruciformity 



7 

– being conformed to the crucifixion of Christ.  This sounds a bit morbid or sadistic, 

doesn’t it?  Who says, “I want suffering in my life?” 

 Well, someone who wants to be found in Christ, not having a righteousness of his 

own.  You see, suffering weans us off of our false identities.  Suffering causes us to lean 

more heavily on Christ and Christ alone.  If you really want to find your identity in the 

only thing that will last for eternity, you will welcome anything that keeps you from 

foolishly leaning on anything else.  Are you with me? 

 Trust me: you don’t want life to come easy for you.  If it does, it will be so easy to 

depend on things other than Christ.  Suffering is a sweet grace of God that pulls our 

wobbly legs out from underneath us so that we fall into Christ.  Now, you don’t 

necessarily have to go looking for suffering, if you’re following Jesus his sufferings will 

naturally flow over into your life (cf. 2Cor. 1:5).  Passages like this call us to welcome 

these times, painful as they may be, because God is lovingly keeping us from putting 

confidence in our flesh. 

 The sufferings of Christ can take many different forms depending on where 

you’re prone to place your identity.  What hardships, limitations, failures have you had 

recently?  Ask yourself why you are devastated when x happens?  And I think you’ll find 

it is because you’ve staked your identity on that.  For me why do I feel devastated when a 

sermon flops or I get criticism that I’m not meeting someone’s expectation for being a 

pastor?  Why does it hurt so much?  Because I’ve staked my identity in being a pastor 

instead of being in Christ.  Why does it feel so mortifying when you fall on your face?  

Because you’ve placed your identity in your skills.  Why is it so hard to have people not 

like you?  Because you’ve tried to find your identity in other people’s approval.  And the 

sufferings of Christ that flow over into your life in these various different forms serve to 

remind you to find your identity in Christ. 

 Paul says here that he wants the experience of not leaning on himself, but relying 

on Christ, taking on his characteristics, being shaped into his image, being transformed 

from within into someone who more and more knows his identity to be in Christ.  And 

for those who find their identity in him they can look forward to resurrected bodies and 

eternal life with God in total security. 

 

Conclusion 
As I look away from myself and all the vain things I could build my life upon and 

look to God knowing that he accepts me because of Jesus I find my true security and 

worth.  I trust by faith that I am counted righteous in Christ.  I find my identity in Christ 

and Christ’s merit is objectively credited to my account. 

May you realize today that you’re not somebody because you make a six digit 

salary or because you do all this great Christian ministry, you’re only somebody because 

of Christ’s righteousness graciously given to you by faith.  May you not find your 

identity in your talents, experience, age, education,… but consider those things rubbish 

compared to gaining Christ and being found in him.  And may you want to know Jesus 

and come to the end of your life knowing Jesus and claiming his righteousness for your 

own and being resurrected to be with him forever.  The only way to truly find yourself 

is to be found in Christ. 
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The Lord’s Table 
 Now take out that card you wrote on earlier.  Notice you wrote your list of 

accomplishments and alternative identities in the red.  With those things you are in the 

hole.  And now, as a symbolic act you are going to take these things that you once leaned 

upon and are still tempted to lean upon and you’re going to count them loss and place 

them in this trash basket at the foot of the cross.  Then you’re going to come to the Lord’s 

Table and drink of the wine and eat of the bread that picture for us Christ and his sacrifice 

on the cross to pay for our sins.  And then you’re going to pick up a new card with the 

words – “Righteousness from God” – written on it in black... 

 

Benediction 
May God grant you the faith to believe that his righteousness is yours in Christ and may 

he give you the grace to be conformed more and more to Christ. 
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