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Give It All Back to Me

Philippians 3:1-16

Our passage this morning is taken from the middle of a letter written by the Apostle Paul to the church he started in Philippi.  This is a sweet letter, filled with love and joy – and some of the passages we love to quote the most, e.g.:

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be grasped, but emptied himself…

Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God, and the peace of God which passes understanding…

I can do all things through him who strengthens me.

This little letter also contains a strong warning about false teachers who are among Paul’s own people, the Jews.  These false teachers are insisting that the Gentile believers have to get circumcised in order to be right with God.  I’m sure they were all glad to hear Paul insisting that this was not necessary!

Paul writes to them from a prison cell – we’re not sure where – but we do know that he is imprisoned because of his faith in Jesus Christ.  And we know that his imprisonment has not taken away his joy.  Nothing can take away his joy, for Paul has placed all his confidence not “in the flesh” but in Christ alone, and he urges his dear friends in Philippi to do the same.

Philippians 3:1-16

One of our members, going through a very tough time, said, “I trust God, and then I snatch it back.”  Her husband of 50 years was rapidly succumbing to Alzheimer’s and then death, and in every conversation I heard the same words: “I trust God, and then I snatch it back.”

My heart went out to her, not only because she and her husband are so dear to this church family, but because her words describe so well what we all do.  “I trust God, and then I snatch it back.”  

I asked her permission to quote that line this morning because it fits so well with Paul’s urgent concern in Philippians 3.  God’s people are tempted again and again and again to shift their trust, their confidence away from God to putting their confidence in the flesh, in their own efforts.  “I trust in God and then I snatch it back.”

God’s covenant people, the Jews, actually were created to be a people who modeled to the world what it looked like to trust in God – “You shall be my people and I will be your God.”  Israel was chosen for this very purpose.  For this purpose they were given the patriarchs, the promises, the Law, worship.  From them came God’s Messiah.  

And yet in Paul’s day many Jews had snatched it back.  The way they had snatched back, particularly with the practice of circumcision.  The circumcision of Israel’s newborn sons was a physical symbol, marking them as those set apart to be God-trusters, but now they were shifting their confidence to the ritual itself.  “You have to do this physical act,” they told the Christians in Philippi, “before you can have any claim on God.”

Paul gets really, really mad about this, so mad that he resorts to name-calling.

Beware of the dogs (the derogatory name Jews called Gentiles), beware of the evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the flesh!

It’s hard to tell in our English translation, but he is using Greek words that all sound the same, Greek words that all begin with the same letter.  He is using the repetition of phrases that all start with the same word.  In other words, he’s pulling out all the rhetorical stops to make his urgent point:  “This is seriously dangerous!”  

“It may not seem all that serious because circumcision has been such an important part of our covenant identity as God’s people.  But Christians of Philippi, we have this constant temptation to put our confidence in the flesh instead of our confidence in Christ alone.  Don’t do it!  Beware of that temptation!”

Then Paul goes on to explain what he has done to avoid that danger.  He explains how he has deliberately chosen to let go of those things in his life that might give him confidence in the flesh and lead him to rely on himself instead of the surpassing value of his new life in Christ.  

And he has an impressive list.  “If anyone has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more.”  

The first half of the list are things he was born into.  For instance, he was born a Jew (he didn’t become one later in life like many in Philippi).  He was born to parents who were devout Jews, who followed the Law and had him circumcised on the exact day stipulated in the Law.  They spoke Hebrew in their home and ran their ancestral line back to Benjamin, one of the smaller tribes known for their faithfulness.  Paul was given all those advantages at birth.

Then the rest of his list is what he accomplished in his life as a zealous Pharisee.  He lived a perfect life.  We say, “Nobody is perfect,” but he was.  When it came to knowing and following God’s Law to the letter, he was perfect.  He wasn’t kidding when he said,  “If anyone has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more.”  He did!

And then he goes on to say this:

Yet whatever privileges/advantages/accomplishments/gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ.  More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ.

Paul knows there is a danger.  It is the danger of snatching back our trust in God and trusting in ourselves instead – our efforts, our achievements. It is such a danger, constantly a temptation, it is so urgent that Paul intentionally relinquishes all that would lead him in that direction in order to make sure he is living for Christ alone.  

Because he is so concerned about this danger for them, he intentionally sets himself up as a model for these Philippian Christians  -- Let those of us then who are mature be of the same mind.  They needed his warning and modeling.  And so do we.  In the midst of all our competing loyalties and constant temptations to put confidence in the flesh and becoming more self-reliant instead of God-reliant, we need his warning and his modeling.

Many of you know that your leaders have been taking a closer look at the giving trend in this church, which, in spite of a strong commitment to our capital campaign, has gone down the past three years.  In our digging for what is behind these numbers, we have discovered that it is not the obvious reasons.  It is not because of people giving to the capital campaign instead of the church; it is not because active families have left the church to go elsewhere; it is not because people are experiencing hard financial times.

The more digging we have done, the more we have realized what it is about.  The church would call it a problem with our theology of stewardship, i.e. do we see everything as God’s or as ours?  Paul would look at our situation and say that we are putting our confidence in the flesh.  

We come to the place of saying I trust in God, but then anxieties come and we are tempted to fall back into putting confidence in the flesh instead.  The anxieties are real:

I have to provide for my future – I don’t know how long I’ll live or how expensive it will be, especially healthcare.  

I have to provide for my family in this outrageously expensive area and I don’t know how expensive college will be for my children.  

There are so many important causes to support and never enough resources to follow through.

But who is the provider here?  In whom do we trust?  Who is it that provides for our future, our present, our family, the transformation of this world?  Is it you and me?  How are we tempted toward self-reliance instead of completely depending on God?

Like Paul, your leaders take seriously that urgent danger and constant temptation in our lives, which we know is the biggest reason behind our dip in giving.

Paul is aware that this danger will never go away.

Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.

“I trust in God, and then I snatch it back.”  It will be a constant temptation until we see Christ face to face.  

How are we aware of that temptation today?  How are we putting confidence in the flesh today?  Without meaning to, probably without even noticing it – how are we relying on our good life and our good achievements instead of relying 100% on knowing Christ and the power of his resurrection?  

How are we called to have the same mind as Paul, the same mind as Christ, “who emptied himself” even of his privileges as God to model and heal our dependence on God?

“I trust God, and then I snatch it back.”  We all do.  It is an urgent concern and a constant temptation.  But Jesus has delivered us from it.  Paul is not depending on his own efforts here either, but Christ alone. “I press on to make it my own because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”  

This is where the joy comes in.

A few years ago, my five sisters and I spent a weekend together in Yosemite and I took the Andre Crouch CD, “Mercy,” which we all knew and loved, and we played it full blast one morning.  Andre Crouch has been a famous Christian gospel singer for decades, and he has struggled with his own temptations to put his confidence in the flesh – in his talents and popularity and wealth – instead of in the Lord.  But in the happiest song on that CD, “Give It All Back to Me,” the one we danced to all around the living room of our cabin, he sings Paul’s message to the Philippian Christians and to you and me today.

Give it all back to me, give it all back to me.

What I’ve done for you, what I’ve done through you,

Give it all back to me.

[That’s what the Lord says]
Give it all back to me, give it all back to me.

What I’ve done for you, what I’ve done through you,

Give it all back to me.
