March 7, 2010                     3rd Sunday of Lent      Philippians 3: 2 – 20
Prayer: Dear Lord, We continue to seek your face in this season of Lent. Be with us as we march through this time of discernment and discovery and into the light of your love. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Born green 
 
You have no idea how much I wish I could sing. If I could, I would intersperse this morning’s sermon with songs from the musical “Wicked” that came to the Peace Center last month.


But relax. You’re safe. I am not in the least delusional about that sorely lacking gift.

When I went to the show, I was expecting great music and great costumes and great sets. What I was not expecting was a great storyline, a great philosophy. But it was there.


For “Wicked” is truly a profound contemplation on good and evil. 


If you’re not familiar with the story, it is both a prequel and a sequel to “The Wizard of Oz.” It is based on the 1995 novel by Gregory Maguire, “Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West.” 


And like the novel, the show explores how appearances can be deceiving, how good and evil can appear quite similar if we know what lies behind them.


Elphaba was a baby girl who was born green because of some evil that occurred on the night of her conception. Her father could hardly stand the sight of her. For her whole childhood, she suffered abuse for being so unlike the other children of Oz.


 But Elphaba was smart and decent and kind. In boarding school, she met Galinda, a ditzy blonde who was popular but did everything for show.  
As the storm clouds gathered around Oz, we learned that the girl who became Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, wasn’t always so good. And the girl who became the Wicked Witch of the West wasn’t wicked at all – she was just trying to fix some damage caused by someone else.


She was just trying to overcome being born green.


There are many ways we can be born green. There may be violence in the home, or addicted parents, or poverty. There may be emotional, physical or sexual abuse. There may be mental illness or a physical disability. 


And when we grow up, that greenness can begin to look like something else entirely. Something that doesn’t fit well into our social structure, something that can even look … wicked.


In today’s Scripture passage, Paul veers for the first time into the presence of evil in Philippi. He essentially calls some people wicked. In the midst of all the encouragement he gives the Philippians, he pauses to warn them about evil in the world.


“Beware of the evil workers,” he warns. “Many live as enemies of the cross.”

We have been studying Paul’s letter to the Philippians for a few weeks now, and you have heard me say more than once it is probably his most gentle and tender letter. Paul is in prison, and this letter to his dear friends is full of encouragement.


But in the third chapter, he abruptly changes gears. In fact, he changes gears so abruptly, that many scholars think the first part of this third chapter may be another letter that got inserted here by an editor.


Last week, we read verse one, “Finally, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord.” That statement fit perfectly with Paul’s talk of joy and rejoicing and being of one mind with Christ.


But in verse two, the flips. He warns the Philippians there are evil people about, people who will teach them wrongly, people who are enemies of the cross. Please turn with me to Philippians 3: 2-20.   
Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the flesh!* 3For it is we who are the circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God* and boast in Christ Jesus and have no confidence in the flesh— 4even though I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh.

If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: 5circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 

7 Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 8More 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 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ,* the righteousness from God based on faith. 10I want to know Christ* and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, 11if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

12 Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal;* but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13Beloved,* 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, 14I press on towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly* call of God in Christ Jesus. 15Let those of us then who are mature be of the same mind; and if you think differently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. 16Only let us hold fast to what we have attained. 

17 Brothers and sisters,* join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us. 18For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. 19Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things. 20But our citizenship* is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. 


In his letter to the Galatians, Paul is furious because some people have come to the region of Galatia teaching that anyone who wants to be a Christian must first be circumcised according to Jewish law. Apparently, that same thing has happened here, though not nearly to the extent as went on in Galatia.


Paul’s metaphor is that Christians are the circumcision. We don’t have to cut ourselves or “mutilate the flesh” to follow the law. We are the new law.


Down in verses 18 and 19, he returns to caution the Philippians about enemies of the cross, whose minds are set on earthly things. Paul isn’t mad about those who don’t accept the gospel. He says, “I have told you often of them, and now I tell you even with tears.” He is crying over people who have their minds on “earthly things.” 

But he’s calling his friends to remember that their example is in those living out the gospel, those whose citizenship will be in heaven.


 In between these two discussions of enemies of the church, Paul contrasts a world view and a Christian view. He starts out by listing his worldly status and accomplishments. If anyone had a right to be confident of his human stature, it was Paul.


For Paul was born the very opposite of green. He essentially tells the Philippians, “I HAD IT ALL!” 

He was a respected Jew, of the respected tribe of Benjamin. Benjamin, you may remember, was the youngest son of the patriarch Jacob. Benjamin and Joseph were the only sons of Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel.


The land given to the tribe of Benjamin contained Jerusalem. Israel’s first king, Saul, came from the tribe of Benjamin. So to be of the tribe of Benjamin was to be of stately birth.


Paul might as well be saying, “I was born to the tribe of Rockefeller.”


Paul was circumcised on the eighth day, a Hebrew born of Hebrews. In other words, while the conflict raged about whether Gentiles must first be circumcised to become Christians, the issue was not personally pertinent to Paul. His family was devoutly Jewish, circumcising their baby boy on the eighth day, according to Jewish law.


Paul was a Pharisee, a member of the respected religious party whose members kept ritually pure in order to obey the laws of God. He was such a zealous Pharisee, in fact, that he gleefully persecuted this new Christian sect that was trying to lure Jews away from the faith.


As for righteousness under the Jewish law, he concludes, he was “blameless.”

Then Paul bundled up all that worldly status, all those things that his birthright and education and experience gave him – and tossed it away. He threw it all away.


Getting to know Jesus Christ, he said, made all those other things “rubbish.” He gladly gave them up “in order that I may know Christ.”

This is a very confessional, very personal letter, written to trusted friends. Paul recognizes the pride that can so easily take over when we think we are somehow self-righteous by virtue of our birth or social status or wealth or even our longtime church membership.


Jesus was on a similar track when he talked about it being harder for rich people to enter the kingdom of heaven than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle. The idea in both situations is self-sufficiency. We Americans prize self-sufficiency. We prize our accomplishments and our money and the works that have gotten us where we are.


But that kind of thinking has no place in the kingdom of God. Paul’s status as a Jew, as a member of Benjamin’s tribe, as an educated Pharisee became “rubbish” when compared to a relationship with Christ.


So he gave it up, he tells the Philippians. His prison cell was certainly proof of that.


And then Paul reaches the central theme of this chapter, one of those great Hallelujah choruses he’s so good at. He likens the Christian life to a foot race – an athletic image as well known in the Roman empire as it is to us today.


“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.”

Why is he doing this? Why such dismissal of who he was before? Why such straining and pressing at the end of his life?

 “I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”


Christ Jesus has made me his own.

Here we have Paul’s foremost point. He was willing to give up everything he was, everything he had, because of something Jesus did first.  Jesus made him his own.


Jesus made us his own.


This is where we find ourselves today. Christ acted first. What we have to do is respond, accept, acquiesce. What we have to do is say yes.


Because Jesus made us his own, we are free to forget “what lies behind” us – whether we were born green or born golden.


 Because Jesus made us his own, we are free to forget whether our births were lowly or high-falutin’, whether our lives were filled with abuse or with privilege, whether our resumes are filled with selfish endeavors or with good works.

Because Jesus made us his own, we are free to face enemies of the cross with tears rather than anger, rather than judgment, rather than fear.


With our acceptance into Christ Jesus, we can press on to what’s ahead – to live with the One who has already chosen us.


 Whether in this brief time on earth we live as black or white or brown or some dismal shade of green, Jesus Christ has made us his own. It’s up to us to live like it.

Amen.

