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Someone once said, “If you aim at nothing, you will hit it every time.” No, that’s not a quote from the Bible, but is does sound like something Paul could have said. For if we know anything about the great Apostle, we know that he was committed to setting goals. In fact, throughout his letters he clearly reveals that he had well-defined goals and plans.

Some were short-term, as was his goal to build up the church and advance the spread of the gospel (Rom. 15:17-29). Others were long-term, as was his goal to present everyone mature in Christ (Col. 1:28-29). But Paul also had a life-long goal, which proved to be the central ambition of his life. The verses before us today are a powerful illustration of this. No matter what the cost, Paul’s life-goal was to gain a more personal knowledge of Christ (Phil. 3:10-11).

Jesus Christ meant everything to Paul. Earlier in Philippians he made that clear: “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (1:21). Here in chapter three, he explains in detail what that means: “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his suffering, becoming like him in death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection of the dead” (3:10-11).

Paul’s Christ-centered thinking began the moment he encountered the risen Christ on the Damascus Road (Acts 9:1-9). That was the day when the Savior sought him, humbled him, and saved him. In the words of Sinclair Ferguson, “His whole view of himself was turned on its head. Instead of being accepted with God he discovered that he was rejected . . . the very things he was counting on to gain righteousness with God turned out to be witnesses for the prosecution against him. All he counted on as his accomplishments were in fact his failures!” (Let’s Study Philippians). No wonder all he wanted now was to know Christ more.

These verses take us to the very heart of the gospel. They also reveal the secret of making progress in the Christian life. The Christian who is pressing on to know more of Christ is the one who is maturing in the faith. So, as we work our way through these verses, we need to ask ourselves: How Christ-centered is my thinking? Am I pressing on? If not, what’s holding me back?

We begin with the radical nature of Paul’s changed thinking (v. 7), then move to the full extent of his new outlook (v. 8) and then conclude with the motives for his transformation (vv. 9-11).

A. The Radical Nature of Paul’s Transformation (v. 7): “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.” What a shock this must have been to Paul’s system when he realized the “good” things he had cherished and achieved were not “gains” at all. Because of his encounter with Christ, what formerly went into the “gain column” now goes into the “loss column.” His “assets” are now viewed as “liabilities.”

By way of analogy, imagine looking at your bank statement at the end of the day. To your horror, you see that the money you thought was going into your account has been going out of it. Every direct deposit was debited, not credited. Those checks were not profits; the bank bundled them together as one big loss. Your account is the exact opposite of what you thought it was. You not only have no money, you are deep in debt, and in shock!

Q. What were those things that Paul once viewed as “gains?” A. They were all those advantages he inherited from his parents (his ethnic privileges) and which he achieved by his own efforts (his hard work). He lists those advantages and achievements in the previous verses (vv. 4-6): (1) he was “circumcised on the eighth day” (underlining the purity of his Jewish background); (2) he was “of the people of Israel” (all his privileges were the result of his birthright); (3) he was “of the tribe of Benjamin” (the special son of Jacob and Rachel, from whom Saul, Israel’s first king, had emerged); (4) he was “a Hebrew of Hebrews” (his convictions, attitudes, lifestyle, language and education were thoroughly Jewish, Acts 22:2-3; Gal. 1:13-14); (5) in regard to “the law, he was a Pharisee” (deeply committed to the oral traditions, the written Law, and the Jewish way of life); (6) as for zeal, he had been engaged in “persecuting the church” (nobody could out-zealot Saul of Tarsus); (7) “as for legalistic righteousness, faultless” (his pharisaic observance of the law was beyond reproach).  

But if this was “the loss” Paul suffered, he also knew that he gained much more now that he belonged to Christ. As a result of “The Damascus Road Crash” (Ferguson), his eyes had been opened, and he realized that nothing could now compare with knowing Jesus Christ. Thus begins Paul’s “great reversal” from self-centered thinking to Christ-centered thinking, the first step toward growing up and going on in the Christian life.

B. The Full Extent of Paul’s Transformation (v. 8): “What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish in order that I may gain Christ.”

Here, Paul is expanding on what he has just said in the previous verse. Those advantages and achievements that he listed as “gains” are not the only things he now considers as “loss” (v.7). Rather, he considers “all things” (NASB), or “everything” (NIV) as one huge, gigantic “loss” compared to the surpassing value of knowing Christ.

Should we fail to miss his point, Paul repeats himself in three different ways within this verse: (a) “I consider everything a loss” compared to knowing Christ; (b) “I have lost all things” for the sake of Christ; (c) “I now consider them rubbish” (NIV, NASB, ESV), or “garbage” (NIV 2015), or “dung” (KJV), or “filth” (HCSB), in order that I may gain Christ. “For Paul, to gain Christ must have involved bowing before Christ in humble repentance, recognizing Him as the only Savior from sin, claiming Him as the only basis for a right standing before God, and at the same time, being accepted by Him” (Hawthorne.) Compared to the surpassing value of “gaining” Christ, his former “gains” were all garbage.

C. The Motives for Paul’s Transformation (vv. 9-11).  In these final verses, Paul reveals the central ambition of his life. He wants to know Christ more and more. He wants his fellowship with Christ to be sweeter and deeper (Ferguson). He is more than willing to count everything as loss for the following reasons.

(1) He wants to “be found in Christ,” 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). In the words of Hawthorne, “Here the apostle’s mind seems to focus on the coming day of judgment when he must stand before God who is the ‘Judge of all the earth.’” Paul wants to be sure that the scrutiny he will undergo at that time will reveal that he had been in spiritual union with Christ. For this to prove true, his standing before God could not be on the basis of his own righteousness, achieved through conformity to the Mosaic law. Rather, it had to be based on the righteousness of Christ that had been imputed to him through faith in Christ alone. This takes us to the very heart of the gospel: we are justified (declared righteous) through faith in Jesus Christ and not by works of the law (Gal. 2:15-16; Eph. 2:8-9; Rom. 3:21-25).

(2) He wants to “know Christ and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his suffering…” (v. 10a) This resumes the thought of verse 8 and explains in more detail what is involved in “gaining Christ.” Paul wants to know more of the power of the resurrected Christ in his own life; he also wants to identify with Christ in a hostile world. Because of his allegiance to Christ, he is willing to incur a measure of Christ’s afflictions, even to the point of “becoming like Him in His death” (v. 10b). 

Anyone who knows Paul’s story knows he was no stranger to sharing in the sufferings of Christ (Cf. 2 Cor. 11:23-29). The same is true for any Christian who is willing to stand for the truth of the gospel (Acts 14:21-22). Paul reminded his friends at Philippi of this when he explained that “believing” and “suffering” go together. Both are gifts of God: “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe in him, but also to suffer for him, since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear I still have” (1:29-30). Such Christian suffering is part of God’s providence, designed to conform us into the image of His Son (Rom. 8:28-30).  

(3) He wants “somehow… attain to the resurrection from the dead” (v.11). This is not to suggest that Paul has some doubt about this. That would be difficult to harmonize with his teaching elsewhere (cf. 1 Cor. 15:1-34). It rather expresses his deep sense of humility, one which recognizes that salvation is the gift of God from start to finish. To have such a humble expectation in the goodness and grace of God is a mark of true, spiritual maturity.

In January 1956, Jim Elliot was one of the five missionaries murdered by the Auca Indians deep in Ecuador’s rain forest.  Seven years earlier, as a student at Wheaton College, he wrote these words: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”  That’s what Paul experienced: he lost his former relationships, his cherished religion, his stellar reputation, and ultimately his life.  But he gained far more than he lost.  Christianity is Christ – knowing Him, trusting Him, and gaining more of Him.  In the end, that’s all that really matters.

“I’ve found a treasure that can’t be taken,
Found a well that won’t run dry.
O worldly pleasures be now forsaken,
Behold what love, what life is mine.”
(Matt Boswell, Matt Papa)



