
Safety warning: Rejoice!
Philippians 3

How do you respond to safety warnings?  I’m the kind of guy who, before the 
plane takes off, I’ll listen to the recorded safety briefing, and really show the 
stewards I’m listening, whilst everyone around me is looking at their phones.  
When I’m on the rollercoaster at Landmark with the kids, I will absolutely 
keep my hands inside the vehicle at all times.

Safety announcements are intended of course for our welfare.  It’s for our 
best that we get these warnings to heed.  And most of the time, they are 
negative things - things we need to not do to make sure it doesn’t all go 
wrong.

But in Philippians 3, Paul gives a safety warning that’s all about something we 
need to do to stay safe as people living life in Jesus.  And it’s something really 
positive.  It’s this: Rejoice in the Lord!  That is, if you’re going to stay safe as a 
human being, then actively celebrate Jesus.  Find joy in Him.  Think and talk 
and sing to Jesus, about Jesus, and let the delight of that fill you up.

Rejoicing in Jesus, it seems, is something Paul has told the Philippian church 
about before.  In v.1 Paul says, ‘…rejoice in  the Lord!  It is no trouble for me 
to write the same things to you again, and it is a safeguard for you.’  The 
words ‘joy’ or ‘rejoice’ are there in this letter about 12 times.  It’s something 
Paul keeps returning to with them.

There’s two dangerous wrong turns in this chapter that Paul wants to keep 
them from heading towards by reminding them to celebrate Jesus.  But all of 
what we’re going to look at is just expanding on Paul’s safeguarding 
command in v.1 - ‘Rejoice in the Lord!’

What helps you to ‘rejoice in Jesus’?  How deliberately do you pursue these 
things?

The first wrong turn Paul warns against is in vv.2-4.  He’s describing people 
who are telling Christians that as well as having faith in Jesus, there’s more to 
it to be ‘in with God.’  He calls them ‘mutilators of the flesh’ because these 
people were teaching that every man who became a Christian needed to be 
circumcised.  That now that Jesus had saved them, they needed to stay safe 
with God by following that, and all the other Jewish laws.
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These people would spend their energies on keeping rules, hitting 
achievements and having status.  It’s not quite that they are trying to impress 
God or win Him over - they get that they are nothing without God’s kindness 
and mercy.  But they’re people who think that God requires more from them 
and from others than a simple trust in Jesus.

But Paul uses really stark language about people who walk this way and lead 
others with them.  He calls them ‘dogs.’  In Paul’s time and place, dogs 
weren’t cute fluffy house pets.  They were mangy, dangerous, infectious 
street vermin.  We’d be better picturing rats.  ‘Watch out for those rats who 
poison you with the idea that you have to add certain rules or achievements 
or status to believing in Jesus.’

Paul goes on in vv.4-6 to list all the status and achievements that he used to 
stack up to his credit.  It’s probably not a list that you or I could write, coming 
from a first century Jewish culture.  But Paul was saying, ‘Look at me - I had 
status.  I was respectable.  I lived a good life.  And I achieved a lot.’

People today still look for their worth like this.  Proof of worth in the eyes of 
God, or of other people, or just in their own eyes:  I sacrifice everything for my 
family.  I give lots to church and charity - I even tithe (I give a tenth of what I 
get)!  I do my job with integrity and effort, even when others around me don’t.  
I volunteer for 5 different things through the week.  I vote.  I campaign.  I 
fundraise.

But when you lean on any of your achievements, or on the ways you’ve kept 
yourself clean of wrongdoing, it’s a dangerous wrong turn, because it robs 
you of ‘rejoicing in Jesus.’  You celebrate yourself instead of Him.  And when 
you’re not celebrating Jesus, you’re on unsafe ground in life.

Paul reminds Christians of who they are in v.3 - we’re those who glory in 
Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh.  People getting caught up 
with their achievements or status or the lack of these things, are those who 
‘glory in the flesh and put no confidence in Christ Jesus.’

Paul says in vv.7-9 that he used to think and live like that, but now that He 
knows Jesus, there’s a complete transformation in Him.  He says everything 
that he stacked up in the profit column in vv.4-6 is now in the loss column for 
him.  It’s not just the sin - the ugly stuff in his life, the moral failures, the 
damaged people, the dark things.  It’s the good stuff in his life, too!  The 
exemplary behaviour, the self-sacrificing achievements, the respectable job 
title, the stuff that everyone would look at and call ‘good.’
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Jesus didn’t come to wipe away the guilt for all our wrongdoing and just top 
up our goodness to the level that God really requires, as if we do most of the 
hard work and Jesus gives us the leg up that we can’t do without.  Jesus 
came to offer His own complete and perfect righteousness - His ‘rightness 
with God’ - and credit that to everyone who would put their faith in Him.

That’s what Paul celebrates having in vv.8-9.  When you put your faith in 
Jesus as Paul did, you ‘gain’ Christ and you are ‘found in Him.’  You’ve got 
worth and identity and rightness with God and all of the fulness that the 
human soul really yearns for because you are united with Jesus, who is the 
source of all that.  And Paul says, compared to that, not only is all my profit 
column clean living respectability actually loss; everything is a load of crap 
compared with knowing Jesus.  (Don’t frown at me, that’s what the Greek 
actually says, and exactly how Paul meant it to sound.)

Stay safe: Keep celebrating Jesus, instead of celebrating yourself or wanting 
others to celebrate you.

What are the things you have or haven’t achieved that you tend to dwell on?  
How would celebrating Jesus instead of these things change you?

The other dangerous wrong turn Paul describes is in vv.18-19.  He’s 
describing people who are following their appetites.  ‘Their god is their 
stomach,’ he says.  He doesn’t just mean people who can only think about 
food or drink.  These are human beings who are basically driven by following 
their desires wherever they go.

That could be food and drink.  Or a particular relationship.  Or a lifestyle they 
crave.  In our culture, it could definitely be about money or material things.  It 
could be sex, or a thirst for human intimacy in misguided places.  There’s 
plenty of things it could be, but what it comes down to is something filling your 
mind and your heart that’s driven by a consuming appetite.  That becomes 
god to you, because it becomes bigger than anything else to you.

And Paul is saying this with tears in his eyes, v.18 says - I think because 
there are people he knows and loves that are living like this.  People who 
have shared life with him and maybe even started following Jesus.

But worldly concerns and desires have come in and spoiled it all, and made 
them unsafe.  Jesus famously called this the thorny ground - where, ‘the 
worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things 
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come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful.’  Paul describes it as people 
replacing Jesus with their appetites as god.

Look at what else Paul says about these people, and realise the danger 
they’re in, and the danger he does not want us as God’s people to sleepwalk 
into.  v.18 says that people taking this wrong turn are living ‘as enemies of the 
cross of Christ.’  They are not on neutral ground, or just a bit more on the 
edge of faith than might be ideal.  When they gave up Jesus as God and 
replaced them with their appetites, they started living as ‘enemies of the cross 
of Christ.’

v.19 goes on, ‘Their destiny is destruction.’  It will not end well for people 
wandering off away from Jesus and making earthly things bigger than Him.  It 
will end in destruction.  ‘Their glory is in their shame.’  They take pride in the 
fulfilment of their appetites - pride in the number of pints they can down, pride 
in the house, pride in the boyfriend or girlfriend they’ve landed, pride in all 
their shiny stuff, pride in their edgy lifestyle…

It’s not that all of these things are bad.  But none of them are God, and when 
they are allowed to become a god, it often takes a shameful turn, that people 
going down this road don’t recognise and actually end up glorying in.

‘Their mind is on earthly things.’  And it’s so, so easy for the mind to be 
consumed with that - what the world has to offer that we feel cravings for.  
When the mind is more fixed on these things than it is on Jesus and how 
much joy He brings, that’s when we’re in danger of going down this wrong 
turn - and that’s when we need to remember two things.

One is to celebrate Jesus again!  It’s when we forgot to celebrate Jesus that 
we lost our safeguard against going down this ‘follow-your-appetites-and-let-
that-rule-your-life’ road.  When we are purposefully celebrating Jesus - 
worshipping together as church and alone in our rooms, working and resting 
and playing and praying with Jesus on the mind - we’re fixing our eyes on 
Christ, ready to live as servants of the cross of Christ, glorying in Him, and 
knowing our destiny is life.

And the other thing is what Paul reminds us in vv.20-21 - that ‘our citizenship 
is in Heaven.’  Now, this doesn’t mean, ‘you’ll never really fit in in this world 
but don’t worry, if you can just hold on until you die, you’ll fit in great by going 
to Heaven.’
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We’ve talked before about how Philippi was a Roman colony - a place outside 
of Rome, in the midst of another country, that looked a lot like Rome.  People 
living there were Roman citizens - their ‘citizenship was in Rome’ - but they 
didn’t live in Rome, and that wasn’t their expectation or hope.  They lived as a 
colony of Rome, bringing the culture and ways of that place to the country 
they lived in.  And their expectation, their hope, was of the Emperor one day 
coming to where they lived, since the Emperor would visit every colony.

With that context, can you see what vv.20-21 are saying?  We don’t live in 
Heaven, and it’s not that we’re sitting back waiting for that to happen.  We 
who are in Christ are ‘citizens of Heaven,’ living in this world, this country.  
Being a community who looks a lot like Heaven is our calling.  In a world with 
its mind on earthly things, we have a heavenly mindedness to bring to this life 
and how we live it - ‘Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in 
Heaven.’

But we do eagerly await a Saviour from Heaven coming one day.  Coming to 
our colony - coming to this world, establishing the new Heavens and the new 
Earth, transforming everything including our ‘lowly bodies,’ with all of our 
frailties, appetites and failures, into a glorious fulness of physical being just 
like Jesus’ own, as v.21 promises.

Meantime - as we wait - our god is where our mind and heart are.  Do we 
eagerly celebrate and await Jesus?  Or do we insatiably chase after our 
earthly appetites?  Which one truly motivates you?

What are the earthly things you get hungry for?
How would celebrating Jesus stop these becoming a god that drags you 
away from Him?

In between these two wrong turns, Paul describes to the Philippians the life-
giving, Jesus-centred way of walking - no, of running - that he experiences, 
and wants them to know as well.

In vv.10-11, Paul expresses his longing for Jesus.  ‘I want to know Christ…’  
Now before reading any further, let me ask you, is that true of you?  If you 
want to know who’s got life in Jesus and who doesn’t, this is really the litmus 
test - are you someone who ‘wants to know Jesus’?

Paul knows what he’s saying when he expresses this desire.  In vv.10-11, he 
gets that knowing and following Jesus does mean experiencing resurrection 
power, fulness of life, now and forever - but that all that comes also through 
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suffering and sacrifice, pain and loss.  You don’t get to the resurrection 
without the cross.  And that’s not just what Jesus’ life was like, it’s what life in 
Jesus is like too.

But Paul’s not afraid of that.  Actually, he’s glad of it all, because it means 
identifying more and more with Jesus, which is what he most wants in all the 
world, and says everything else is rubbish compared with.

What if we could live like that?  If we could see our struggles and sufferings 
not as things to get offended at God for, but as opportunities to become 
closer to Jesus, and more like Jesus, and more understanding of Jesus, and 
deeper in with… Jesus!

You hear in Paul a yearning, a stretching for more.  It’s not an empty life that’s 
seeking for the void to be filled - not since meeting Jesus - it’s a made safe 
and made full life that keeps getting infinitely fuller the more he knows of 
Jesus.  He hasn’t arrived.  Here’s yearning for more of knowing Jesus, finding 
more to celebrate, more to be excited about.  So he presses on for that.

That’s the language in vv.12-17.  You don’t avoid wrong turns by standing still.  
No, Paul is running on, straining towards what is ahead.  Remember, he’s 
writing from a prison cell uncertain whether he’ll be told tomorrow that he’s 
heading for execution.  But he still speaks with joy and expectancy and 
determination about discovering more and more of Jesus in his life’s race.

In vv.12-14 he speaks of Jesus having chased after, captured, and taken hold 
of him.  And he speaks of wanting to chase after, capture, and take hold of 
Jesus in turn.  He’s saying, ‘I know Him, but I want to know Him more.  I love 
Him, but I want to love Him more.  I celebrate Him, but I want to celebrate 
Him more.’

You can spot a mature Christian, because they’re the ones who talk and pray 
and act like they want to be more mature than they are.  They want to keep 
growing in their knowledge and love of Jesus.  v.15 tells us that’s the 
definition of a mature Christian is someone who hasn’t arrived yet and wants 
to keep growing, like Paul.

But Paul’s also confident about saying in v.17, ‘Join with others in following 
my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the 
pattern we gave you.’  He knows he’s living a life of faith in Jesus that’s never 
the finished product, but is always growing, and that that’s worth calling other 
people to imitate.
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So he can say, ‘This life of rejoicing in Jesus that you see in me, and actually 
also in others who have learned from me - learn from us.  Learn from how we 
count all the stuff we used to think important as rubbish.  Learn from how we 
laugh at our old pretentiousness.  Learn from how we don’t get pulled away 
by addictive earthly passions…

‘Learn from how we use our sufferings as opportunities to identify more 
closely with Jesus.  Learn from how we celebrate Jesus in song and food and 
prayer and gatherings and silence.  Learn from how we always want to keep 
learning and never think we’re done.’

Whose example of following Jesus are you following?
Who are you inviting to follow your example of following Jesus?

As you’ve heard God’s Word today, there might be all sorts of things going on 
in your mind.  Worries about whether you might have taken a wrong turn and 
not realised it.  Disturbance because you know you took a wrong turn a long 
time ago and don’t really want that exposed and put in front of you.

You might feel challenged that there’s something wrong that needs dealt with.  
You might feel you’ve been clinging to earthly things too tightly, or not clinging 
tightly enough to Jesus.  If there’s challenge and conviction in your heart, I’m 
not going to tell you to ignore it.  God’s Holy Spirit is trying to help you and 
bring about what’s best - what will make you safe and full and free in the 
Lord.  Let Him work.

But I do feel God wants you to hear this: Whatever the challenge you are 
feeling just now, the answer is not in you dwelling on what you’ve done 
wrong.  It’s not in focusing on you at all.  It’s what Paul said at the start, in v.1.  
‘Rejoice in the Lord!’

Deliberately celebrate Jesus.  Together and alone, in worship and in activity, 
in light and dark, in song and prayer and work and rest - be purposeful in 
focusing on Jesus and delighting in Him.  That’s always the safeguard to 
taking wrong turns in life.  And it’s always the solution when we find we have 
taken a wrong turn.

As Paul says in vv.13-14, ‘Forgetting what is behind (whether failures or 
achievements, we’re not to live in either of those now), and straining towards 
what is ahead, I press on towards the goal to win the prize for which God has 
called me heavenwards in Christ Jesus.’
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