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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

In the little corner of the world where Cathy and I come from, 

being a descendent of a Loyalist family is considered—mainly by 

the descendants of Loyalist families, of course—to be a mark of 

distinction, and cause for snobbery sometimes. During the 

American Revolution about a third of the population remained 

loyal to the King, which is why they called themselves Loyalists. 

Many of them lost their homes and livelihoods because of it, and 

moved either south to the Caribbean colonies or north to the 

Canadas and Nova Scotia. But a lot of them stayed put and got on 

with life in the new republic; and some who left eventually came 

back. There’s even a club called the United Empire Loyalist 

Association, which requires you to produce a pedigree in order to 

become a member. I can do that in eight different directions. And 

I used to think how cool it would be if I could be ordained in St 

Paul’s Chapel in lower Manhattan, kneeling at the sanctuary gate, 

in the exact same spot as one of my Loyalist ancestors who came 

back, when he was ordained there by the first bishop of New 

York, and where his grandfather led worship during his days as a 

catechist to the local natives seventy-five years earlier. Some 

people like to boast about that kind of stuff. In the Loyalist parish 

church where my father grew up was a pair of sisters, descendants 

of a famous Mayflower pilgrim, which gave them reason to think 

they were the leading citizens of the community, and entitled to 

extra attention from the parish priest. But really, none of those 

things are our accomplishments. And even if they were, none of 

that stuff really matters in the big picture. They’re all worldly 

values. 

That’s the point that St Paul is making in today’s reading. He 

starts it off by saying pretty much the same kind of thing that I 



just did. “If anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I 

have more: circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people 

of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews…” 

And that’s all just circumstance where Paul himself is concerned, 

it’s his heritage, what he was born into, nothing that he did on his 

own. But then he talks about his personal accomplishments: “as 

to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to 

righteousness under the law, blameless.” But then he found Jesus, 

or to be more accurate, Jesus found him. None of us finds Jesus; 

none of makes him our Lord and Savior. He’s already the Lord of 

all creation and the Savior of the world. And it’s he who finds us. 

Paul says as much in his own conversion story.  

In his old life he was a fierce persecutor of Christians. He went 

from house to house, dragging people out and throwing them into 

prison (Acts 8:3). But then while he was, as Luke says, “still 

breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord,” a 

supernatural light blinded him and he fell to the ground. And Jesus 

spoke to him from heaven saying, “why are you persecuting me?” 

Paul said, “Who are you?” And the voice said, “I am Jesus, whom 

you are persecuting. Get up and go into the city and wait to be 

told what to do next.” Jesus then sent a faithful disciple named 

Ananias to restore Paul’s eyesight, to baptize him and give him 

his marching orders (Acts 9:1-19). Now rest assured that Paul’s is 

one of the most dramatic conversion stories in history, so don’t 

feel a bit inferior for not experiencing anything close to that! But 

even that is not anything Paul boasted about, because he didn’t 

make any of it happen. It all happened to him. He used it as a 

powerful evangelistic tool for drawing others to faith in Christ. 

But as for his own part in it he says, “I am the least of the apostles, 

unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of 

God” (1Cor 15:9).   

Then in today’s reading he says, “whatever gains I had, I have 

come to regard them as loss because of Christ. More than that, I 

regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” When the reality of Jesus finally 



hit home, the truth that Paul had fought against for so long as a 

Pharisee and a persecutor of the Church, that this Jesus who was 

crucified had indeed risen from the dead, Paul’s world was turned 

upside down. All those things that had been dear to him, his 

ancestry, his credentials, all became worthless to him. “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.” Our 

translation says ‘rubbish,’ but as I pointed out a week or two ago, 

the word Paul uses () more accurately translates as 

‘excrement.’ All that stuff I’ve lost, he’s saying, all the things I 

used to think were so important, are no more valuable to me now 

than what I flush down the toilet, so that I may gain Christ and be 

found in him. Likewise, every worldly thing that’s important to 

us, our social standing, our degrees and diplomas, our 

possessions, ought to mean nothing to us in comparison to being 

a follower of Jesus.  

What we’re going to read next week from Paul actually comes in 

the chapter before this one in Philippians, but it’s the logical 

progression of where he’s going with this teaching. There he says,  

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 exploited, but emptied himself, 

taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point of death—even death on a 

cross. (Phil 2:5-8) 

The Son of God set aside his divine dignity, “emptied himself,” 

becoming the most humiliated, despised human on earth in order 

to raise us up, not because we deserve it, but because he loves us 

and wants to restore us to the dignity he intended from the 

beginning. It’s not any kind of dignity that sinful humanity and 

our worldly values can bestow. It’s a divine dignity that we 

receive, as Paul says, “because of the surpassing value of knowing 

Christ Jesus my Lord.”  



Today used to be called Passion Sunday because the readings set 

us up for Palm Sunday and the first reading of the Passion, the 

suffering of Jesus. For whatever reason, the Church decided just 

to call today Lent 5, and to call next Sunday the Sunday of the 

Passion: Palm Sunday. But the readings today still point sharply 

in the direction of Palm Sunday and Holy Week. Isaiah speaks 

today of “the Lord, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the 

mighty waters.” He’s referring back to how God delivered the 

Israelites from slavery by leading them through the divided waters 

of the Red Sea. But he’s using that as a prophetic reference to 

what Jesus was going to do through Good Friday and Easter. The 

Lord, Isaiah says, “brings out chariot and horse, army and 

warrior,” i.e. he draws Pharaoh out to chase after the people of 

God in an effort to re-enslave them. But when they race down into 

the divided Red Sea, the waters close in on them, “they lie down, 

they cannot rise, they are extinguished, quenched like a wick.” 

That’s a prophecy of how Jesus is going to destroy the power of 

sin and death by dying himself and rising from the dead. Sin and 

death are going to chase him into the grave, but he’s going to 

come back up and leave them behind, “extinguished, quenched 

like a wick.” He absorbed all the sin of the world into himself and 

died for it. And by rising from the dead, he destroyed the power 

of sin and death, for they can no longer keep us in the grave who 

know Christ Jesus as Lord and Savior. 

Nothing in this life, Paul says, is of any value compared to what 

Jesus has done. So Paul is determined not to let anything get in 

the way of his becoming part of that, and helping others to become 

part of that, by going down in baptism into a death like Jesus’ 

death, and being raised up free from the sin that drags us down. 

“I count everything else as rubbish compared to that.” “Do not 

remember the former things, or consider the things of old,” the 

Lord says through Isaiah—forget about the old life of sin and 

worldly values—“I am about to do a new thing.” “Forgetting what 

lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead,” Paul says, 

“I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of 

God in Christ Jesus.”  



Now that we’ve spent the first part of Lent concentrating on sin 

in all its forms, and repenting especially of our own sins, this is 

the stuff we’re given to think about as we turn toward Holy Week 

and Easter with its focus on God’s remedy for all sin. It’s time to 

start thinking about how Jesus set aside every worldly value out 

of love for the world he created, and absorbed all the bad stuff in 

the world into himself in order to take it to the grave with him, 

and to leave it there as he rose again. And we need to think 

seriously about Paul’s teaching that if we truly want to be Jesus’ 

disciples, we’ve got to be willing to do the same thing, to put aside 

everything the world has taught us to value—pedigree, 

possessions, status, etc—in order to love way God loves, for the 

same reason that God loves, which is to draw all people to himself 

and to give us life in abundance. Because of what Jesus has done 

for the life of the world, and in Paul’s own life, he’s able to say, 

“May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the 

world” (Gal 6:14). May that be the one thing that each of us would 

boast about as well.  In the Name of…  
a.m.d.g. 
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