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Did we really just read that? 

I am not sure about you but I know that for the longest time when I would read this text, my first thought 

would be, “WoW, Paul is one arrogant dude.” 

I mean, come on Paul. You list your credentials and the list is rather lengthy. An individual could easily 

see this as an off-putting move. I mean, why else in the world would he devote so much time in building 

up his credentials. 

Contextualization may be the key for us. Thus, let me share with you two school of thoughts that might 

help us wipe away the thought that Paul is nothing but an arrogant and boastful man. 

First, we need to remember that Paul writes this letter within the context of an established relationship. 

Paul was a missionary journey and planted the church in Philippi around the year 49 AD. This letter 

comes to the church about thirteen years later. We can assume that over the years, a relationship has been 

established. 

Secondly, when Paul is sharing about himself, he is not doing so to inform them or to promote himself 

because they already know him. Instead, he is doing this to give them instruction. In the Greco-Roman 

time, writers would often share about their lived examples to be a model of encouragement. In previous 

bible studies and sermons, I have referred to mentors or role models and Paul is about to lean into this 

area. Thus, the readers read Paul’s credentials as self-reflections instead of cockiness. 

With that as our foundation, what was Paul trying to instruct the church. He wanted them to know that all 

of his credentials are garbage. They are absolute trash. If the translators of our bible are being true to the 

Greek language, a stronger word would be used. The Greek word used in this text, and this is the only 

place in the whole bible that uses this word, is “skybala” (pronounced: skoo-bal-on). Skybala should be 

more accurately translated as feces.  

During this time, the area was lacking an effective sewage system, thus this word and imagery would be a 

image that would be cemented into their mind.  

Paul shares with them his personal story as a witness to the transforming power of Christ. As much as 

Paul was proud of his training in the law and his zeal for the law, he discovers something more. Paul uses 

his personal story to be a testimony of the power of God to change lives, not once-and-for-all, but as an 

ongoing process. Paul recognized his own learning curve in the faith and encourages every Christian to 

press on to make Christ his or her own. 

When we think of Paul sharing his story, can we do it? I think that sharing our story is reflected in our 

baptismal promises. Hopefully, the promise of proclaiming the good news of God in Christ through word 

and deed rings loud and true when you hear about sharing your story. 

If that is too scary. Maybe you can start small. The early disciples had 3 words for their evangelism 

strategy. Come and See. So, maybe when you are in conversation, you can give an invite. Come and See 

what is happening at Bay View with me. 

Now, back to Paul. 

This is a huge shift in thinking for Paul. He is letting the church of Philippi know that I leaned into the 

righteousness that was defined by the Torah. Now, I allow my righteousness to be defined by the 

surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. 

During our bible study on Thursday, there was a question that we looked at that related to righteousness. 

Here was the question: 

What does Paul mean when he speaks about righteousness coming through faith in Christ? 

They looked at me and there were not many responses to this question. They simply said, that is a tough 

question. 
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There was much better discussion on the other question. In regards to righteousness though, the scriptural 

text is really zeroed in on verses seven through nine; so, listen into the words again, in a fresh 

translation: 

The very credentials these people are waving around as something special, I’m tearing up and throwing 

out with the trash—along with everything else I used to take credit for. And why? Because of Christ. Yes, 

all the things I once thought were so important are gone from my life. Compared to the high privilege of 

knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is 

insignificant—dog dung. I’ve dumped it all in the trash so that I could embrace Christ and be embraced 

by him. I didn’t want some petty, inferior brand of righteousness that comes from keeping a list of rules 

when I could get the robust kind that comes from trusting Christ—God’s righteousness. 

In these three verses, there were nine words that stuck out to me. Each and everyone of us may have 

something different. But, to me when I think of righteousness and the question; this is what “pops” 

I could embrace Christ and be embraced by him 

These words are the words that set the foundation for Paul and what sets the theology that we Lutheran’s 

lean into with law and grace. Paul wants us to grab a hold of the reminder that righteousness comes 

through faith in Christ. 

Just as Paul pressed on to the prize. In everything that we do, may we press onto the goal. In closing, let 

me challenge you to ponder on the closing verse. 

Let me share it with you in the Message: 

By no means do I count myself an expert in all of this, but I’ve got my eye on the goal, where God is 

beckoning us onward—to Jesus. I’m off and running, and I’m not turning back. 

Many times, we as Christians, get in the trap this this is all about heaven. Think about it running to Jesus. 

In other words, as William Greenway says, “The goal of Christian spirituality is never heaven. The goal 

of Christian spirituality is to live into Christ with a spirit of compassion and sympathy. A spirit which 

will lead us to a life that remains faithful to loving action for others, even unto death; just like Jesus. 


