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SERMON: John 12.1-8; Philippians 3.3-14
“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing 
in your sight, O Lord, my rock and redeemer.” Amen. (Psalm 19:14)

As I read the Philippians text three words jumped out at me:
Circumcision, Knowledge and Pressing On 
I invite you to reflect with me on three questions connected with these 
words:

1. What is true Christian circumcision?
2. How do we know Jesus? 
3. How do we keep pressing on in our faith?

What is true Christian circumcision?
Now, for the women present, please excuse me as I recount a very 
male experience of growing up. As a teenage boy playing sport you 
inevitably get changed in front of your team members. And for years I 
was puzzled by the distinct difference between a certain body part of 
mine and some of the other boys. I didn’t dare ask anyone! But one day 
I did overhear my mum say to a friend how she got both my brother and 
I circumcised to satisfy my Dad’s Roman Catholic faith. For some 
reason that made perfect sense to me. For many years to come 
whenever I noticed this difference, I just thought: There goes another 
Catholic! He’s one of my team! But you know what? As I researched this 
sermon to my huge surprise I discovered that the Roman Catholic 
church doesn’t actually require circumcision! Some of the Orthodox and 
Coptic churches do, but not the Catholics. It is so easy to get the wrong 
idea about something isn’t it? And we can carry that false perception for 
a long time. In today’s part of Paul’s letter to the Philippians it starts with 
his attempt to correct the Jewish view about circumcision. It would have 
been very useful if I had read and understood his message 50 years 
ago!

Basically, Paul is arguing that there are two aspects to the idea of 
circumcision; it is both physical and spiritual. The physical act was 
ordained for Israel by God through Abraham in Genesis 17: 9-10. It was 
a sign of the special covenant and relationship God promised between 
himself and all of Abraham’s descendants. But the sign alone does not 
create the relationship. Leviticus, Jeremiah and Deuteronomy all point 
to the fact it goes much deeper than that; we need to have a certain 
kind of mind  and heart and character to come closer to God. Without 
the inner, spiritual circumcision the physical sign is worthless. And it is 
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to this spiritual dimension that Paul claims as the true Christian 
circumcision. It’s all about our relationship with God and it naturally 
leads us to the second question: How do we know Jesus?
How do we know Jesus?
Paul expresses his passion for knowing Christ in verse 8:
“More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing 
value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”

I invite you to share now: How do you know Jesus

The Greek verb Paul uses for “knowing” implies a personal relationship 
with another person. It’s not about intellectual knowledge, nor is it about 
facts or theories. It’s about a lived experience with someone. And he 
gives us wonderful advice on how to gain that experience with Jesus. In 
verse 3 Paul indicates three key signs of the true heart relationship with 
Christ. The first is to worship in the Spirit of God. William Barclay 
suggests that here Paul is saying that: “Christian worship is not a thing 
of ritual and of the observation of details and regulations of the Law; 
Christian worship is a thing of the Spirit and the heart.”  
Reflection:!How do we worship Jesus in the Spirit of God?

The second sign Paul shares is that we boast in Christ alone. Verses 
4-7 give a detailed account of what Paul means by this. From the 
Jewish perspective he was a Jew among Jews. He had achieved high 
esteem and rank within his community. He lived by the Law zealously. 
But compared with the value of Christ all that was worthless. Nothing he 
had done before he knew Jesus meant anything. The only thing that 
matters in life is to accept the grace of our Lord Jesus; to utterly devote 
our life to Him.
This same message comes from our Gospel reading. Mary has the 
audacity to spend a year’s wages on one bottle of perfume only to 
waste it on the feet of Jesus and then wipe it off with her own hair. But it 
was no waste. It showed those present and to everyone who has ever 
read its account, that the value of Jesus is priceless. He is the Name 
above all Names, the Lord of All, worthy of our total and absolute 
worship. 
Reflection:!How do we show Jesus our devotion? 

The third sign is that we “have no confidence in the flesh.” The things of 
the “flesh” is not a common phrase these days. Essentially Paul is 
telling us that to build our relationship with the person Jesus, we have to 
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trust Him only and not put our faith in worldly things. Judas’ reaction to 
Mary’s worship of Jesus showed that his confidence was in money. 
Reflection:!How do we trust Jesus only?

In verses 10 and 11 Paul continues on this theme of “knowing Christ”:
“I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing 
of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may 
attain the resurrection from the dead.”
The strength of his desire to be close to Jesus is compelling. And in 
these verses he shares three more ways that we may do this. One is by 
understanding the power of Jesus’ resurrection. When we are getting to 
know someone we ask them a lot of questions. We particularly want to 
know what they do and what motivates them. We can know Jesus by 
understanding the purpose of his life, death and resurrection. The 
power of his resurrection guarantees the importance of our own life and 
the body through which we live it. We have a role to play in God’s 
salvation plans until Jesus returns.
His resurrection guarantees our eternal life with Him. His victory over 
death is our victory. 
It also guarantees that we can never be separated from Jesus. In life 
and in death we can always have a relationship with Him.

The second guidance Paul gives about knowing Jesus is through “the 
sharing of his sufferings”. This is not suggesting that all Christians must 
suffer. But it is saying that when we do, it enables us to deepen our 
relationship with Jesus. Just as people who suffer adversity together 
often form a strong bond, when we endure hardship our connection 
with Christ can be strengthened. 

The third and final advice is that to know Christ is to become one with 
Him. As Barclay puts it: “It means that we share the way He walked; that 
we share the Cross He bore; that we share the death He died; and that 
finally we share the life that He lives for evermore.”

How do we keep pressing on in our faith?
Now if Paul were to leave it there then the Philippians, and we, could 
justifiably cry out: But that’s all too hard! You’ve set the bar too high 
Paul!
Fortunately he doesn’t do that. His humanity shines through in verses 12 
to 14. Paul admits that he hasn’t reached the goal of the perfect 
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relationship with Jesus. He acknowledges that building that friendship 
is an ongoing  struggle which requires us to forget our past mistakes 
and press on regardless. We have to hold fast to Jesus’ promise of our 
heavenly prize.

This leads us to the third and final question I want to address: How do 
we keep pressing on in our faith? 

There is of course no one simple answer. We approach each situation 
as we need to. But some tools in the tool box include:

• Talk to Jesus honestly. Tell Him exactly what you’re thinking and 
feeling, then listen to His reply.

• Invite the Holy Spirit to comfort and guide you
• Be kind to yourself. Accept your imperfections. 
• Accept God’s forgiveness. Forgive yourself.
• Take a break. Do something fun!
• Reflect on His Word. Apply it to your situation.
• Share your burden. Talk to mature Christians, close friends or 

professionals

The final tool I will mention is, as far as we are able,  to be active within 
the body of Christ. Christians together are stronger than Christians 
alone. We can gain much support and insight from one another. And on 
this point I intend to provide time in each Sunday service for a member 
to share a word of encouragement. This might be sharing about a 
recent experience with Jesus or perhaps some part of your faith 
testimony. So if you feel inspired to do this please let me know.

In conclusion, my prayer for us all is that we may know Jesus in the 
deepest most personal way possible. May the Holy Spirit open our 
hearts to show our devotion to Jesus as our Saving Lord AND as our 
best friend. May that friendship give us the strength and wisdom to 
press on in faith till our race is won. AMEN


