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Jesus & Nothing Else - Philippians 3:1-11

Q: What things are you most passionate about? 

Q: How do those passions affect your choices, actions, and behaviors? 

There is a major trend today to tell young people—even children—to “find their passion.” It is pushed in education, 
sports, music, the arts, in all activities. Kids are being told to find their one true passion—science, soccer, violin, 
or whatever—and pursue it with everything they’ve got. Even starting at young elementary ages. Apparently, this 
notion started with some studies about college applications and what top schools were looking for. Those studies 
said it wasn’t enough to have perfect grades and test scores. If students really want to stand out above the rest, they 
must have a passion. Experts call it “the proverbial oboe player, who stands out by standing alone in the devotion 
to her true love.”1

But some experts are starting to tell us that this push for “passion” harms our kids, stressing them out to the point that 
they aren’t able (or allowed) to just enjoy sports or piano or whatever it is anymore. It’s all about the performance. 
They only feel valued and valuable when they perform well. This is just one element of the performance-oriented, 
success-driven culture we live in. 

Adults experience it too. For so many of us, our value and our worth are tied up in our success, our worldly 
accomplishments. What’s the first question you ask when you meet someone? “What do you do?” It’s how most of 
us define ourselves. I’m a doctor, I’m a teacher, I’m a stay at-home-mom. Our identity is tied up in what we do for a 
living and how successful we are at it. 

And what do we post on social media? The raise we just got, our kid winning the spelling bee or the soccer 
tournament, the new house we just bought, the book we wrote, the elaborate cake we made, or perfect baby 
shower we threw. So much of it is focused on success, climbing the ladder, having more success than the next guy, 
impressing others—not just in our work, but in everything in life. 

When we come to the end of our lives, at our funerals, would we rather have people say, “He was a really great 
stockbroker and made a whole lot of money,” or “He was so humble and generous”? Both can be true at the same 
time, but which one really matters? Which one defines who you are as a person? Would you rather they say, “She 
had the most perfectly decorated house,” or “Her home was always open. She always took the time to listen, and 
she really cared”? “His son was the best baseball player in the state,” or “He loved his kids more than anything in the 
world”? What really matters? 

Q: What do you want people to say about you at your funeral? What do you need to change about the way you 
live to make that happen? 

Q: As believers, where should we find our worth, our value, our identity? Why? 

1 Lisa Heffernan, “Our Push for ‘Passion’ And Why It Harms Kids” The New York Times, Apr 8, 2015 -
https://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/04/08/our-push-for-passion-and-why-it-harms-kids/?_r=0 
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Read Philippians 3:1–8

Q: Why do people tend to find their worth in accomplishment, status, and success? 

Q: What does finding our worth in our accomplishments ultimately lead to? What if you lose that great job or 
don’t win the soccer tournament? 

Q: Why is knowing Christ more valuable than anything else? 

The problem with our culture is that we look for identity and value in all the wrong places. As believers, our passion 
should be Jesus. Soccer is just a game; Jesus is my passion. My job allows me to support my family and do good 
things for the world, but it’s not my identity. This obsession with success and finding identity in our passion, our 
work, or our accomplishments is the modern American version of idol worship—putting something else in the 
place of God. Centering your life on something other than God. Pouring your heart and your soul into something 
other than God. Making something other than God your first priority. 

Part of the reason parents push a “passion” on their kids is because it gives them an “identity.” I’m a dancer. I’m a 
soccer player. I’m a straight-A student. But as believers, those things are not our identity. They are activities we do. 
I am a child of God. That is my identity.

I am a child of God who likes to play soccer. I am a child of God who likes math. I am a child of God who gets straight 
As. Your identity is found in being a child of God. If you get your identity from anything else, you could lose it at 
any moment. What if your whole identity was being the star soccer player, but then you get to the college level and 
there are twenty guys who are better than you? Or you get hurt and can’t play anymore? What happens to your 
identity then?

The TV show, Friday Night Lights, explored this question in its very first episode and throughout the series. In the 
first episode, Jason Street, the star quarterback destined for college scholarships, gets hit in a game and becomes 
a paraplegic. A kid whose whole identity and entire future were wrapped up in being the star quarterback now had 
to figure out who he was without football.

The character is inspired by real-life high school quarterback David Edwards, who became a motivational speaker 
and an inspiration to many, including young children in elementary schools, when he spoke to them about facing 
life’s challenges with a positive attitude. He also mentored youths who dealt with similar physical challenges and 
befriended those who faced terminal disease. Sadly, Edwards died of complications from pneumonia when he was 
only three days shy of twenty-one years old.

In the show, Jason Street is not the only one who goes through an identity crisis. His girlfriend, head cheerleader 
Lyla, does too. They both struggle to figure out who they are and what their lives are about, now that they aren’t 
the “power couple” of the school anymore. They have to rediscover what is really important and what really lasts. 
Because they had been putting their passion, their identity, and their hope in the wrong things. 

The apostle Paul was the “star quarterback” of his time and place. He writes here that he had every reason to boast 
in his worldly accomplishments. He was the absolute cream of the crop, top of his class, most powerful, most well 
respected. Paul gives us a pretty long list of his resume in verses 4–6. Each of these things is intended to show that 
Paul was just as qualified, if not more so, both in his heritage and his obedience, than the Judaizers who opposed 
him. 

But Paul didn’t lose those accomplishments; he gave them up. He threw everything away to follow Jesus. Once Paul 
met Jesus, none of those things mattered anymore. He considered them “filth” compared to knowing Christ. This 
word means “excrement, manure, garbage, kitchen scraps”—a bold image for his readers. What other Pharisees 
and religious leaders deemed most valuable Paul claimed was worthless. It would be like Bill Gates or Oprah Winfrey 
saying none of what they had achieved mattered. 

TALKING POINT
We find ultimate joy only in knowing  Christ.
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Paul gave up everything to follow Jesus. From the moment he met Jesus, his life became about sharing the gospel 
and advancing the kingdom of God (Philippians 1:21). Nothing else. Jesus became his one and only passion. But that 
doesn’t mean he completely threw away his accomplishments. Instead, he used them to accomplish his new mission 
in life. For example, his Roman citizenship helped him travel throughout the Roman Empire to share the gospel. 
His reputation as a Pharisee gave him entry to speak in the synagogues in the towns he visited. He used his unique 
role and qualifications to his advantage in fulfilling his mission, but he didn’t find his identity and value in them. He 
didn’t pursue them as his mission and purpose. Finding our identity in Christ doesn’t mean we can’t be successful 
or accomplish great things. It means we don’t find our value in those things. We use them for God’s glory and to 
build His kingdom. 

Being a Pharisee of his standing would have provided Paul great prestige, along with significant wealth and power. 
Yet, he set all that aside for the sake of Christ. His gain in return was beatings, prison, mockery, and countless other 
sufferings. But his spiritual gain was Christ. Paul understood that eternal status, given by Christ, was more valuable 
than any earthly title or religious qualification. Paul measured worth by what he received in Jesus.

Paul said he had reason to boast in his accomplishments in the eyes of the world, but he chose not to. He only 
boasted in Christ. In fact, in other places, he boasts in his weaknesses, because it is in his weaknesses that the strength 
of Christ shines through most (2 Corinthians 12:9–10). The world tells us the key to happiness and contentment is 
positive self-esteem. Pop psychology places great importance on it. Parenting experts think it’s essential to instill in 
your children. There are over 40,000 books on self-esteem listed on Amazon. But Paul boasts in his weaknesses! 
Some psychologists lately, though, are realizing that the last few generations’ over-focus on self-esteem has actually 
led not to happiness, success, and fulfillment, but rather to self-centeredness. This hyper focus on ourselves has led 
to anxiety, depression, and loneliness.2 

The world says to find your identity in your accomplishments. The Bible says to find your identity in Christ. The world 
says the key to happiness is to love yourself. The Bible says that the answer to everything is to love God and others, 
and that joy is even better than happiness. The world says to look within to find esteem. The Word says to look to 
Christ to find esteem. The world says, “Look how great you are!” The Word says, “Look how great God is!” Jeremiah 
tells us not to boast in anything wonderful about ourselves, but only in our relationship to God (Jeremiah 9:23–24). 
Self-esteem leads to pride and idol worship—worshipping yourself and your own accomplishments. Christ-esteem 
least to true worship of Jesus.

Finding our identity and esteem in Christ doesn’t mean that we are not valuable. In fact, by finding our identity in 
Christ, we find even more value! Our value doesn’t depend on being smart, pretty, or talented. Our value in Christ 
will never fade away. We are children of God, heirs of the kingdom, princes and princesses of the King of kings 
(Romans 8:16–17; Galatians 3:26; Ephesians 5:1; 1 Peter 1:14; 1 John 3:1, 10; 5:2). We are so valuable to God that even if 
we were the only lost sheep, He would search for us day and night until He found us (Luke 15). We are His precious 
children. He loved us enough to die for us. He loves us passionately. We have ultimate value because we are loved 
by Him.

Q: In what ways do you struggle to find self-esteem? How does the idea of boasting in your weaknesses change 
your views of self-esteem?

Q: What are the specific ways you are tempted to find your value in your accomplishments? 

Q: How can you use your accomplishments and strengths to serve God’s kingdom and fulfill your mission? How 
can God use your weaknesses for His glory? 

2 Caitlin Cantor, “Too Much Self-Esteem May Be Keeping Millennials Single” Psychology Today, Nov 29, 2016 - https://www.psychologyto-
day.com/us/blog/modern-sex/201611/too-much-self-esteem-may-be-keeping-millennials-single 
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Q: What changes do you need to make to center your life and your identity on Christ and His mission rather than 
on your accomplishments and successes. 

Q: How does knowing Christ bring you ultimate joy, no matter your circumstances, whether you succeed or fail 
in life? 

Read Philippians 3:9–11. 

Q: What was Paul’s goal in life? How did his goals change after meeting Jesus? 

Q: What is “the power of His resurrection”? Why is that power superior to any power Paul could have from his 
own accomplishments and status in the world? 

Paul’s goal above all else was to know Christ. Any loss of his prior identity and all that came with it were not even 
comparable to his newfound identity in Christ—the “surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” Even if 
he lost his Roman citizenship and all it afforded him. Even if he lost status in the synagogues. Paul’s deep, personal 
relationship with Christ brought surpassing value and great joy. 

The Hebrew idea of “knowing” is much deeper than just knowing about someone or even having a casual acquaintance. 
It is a deep, intimate, personal relationship. That word is even used as a euphemism for sexual relations between 
husband and wife. It’s that intimate. For Paul, knowing God was not a one-dimensional, mental assent to theological 
truth. It was a life-consuming knowledge connected to a person. Not religion, but relationship. As John Murray 
wrote, “Knowledge is not simply an affair of intelligence; it is an affair of the heart, in the biblical sense of the heart 
as the center and source of the whole inner life in its full complex of thought, desire, and moral decision.”3 It is not 
just knowing about Christ. It is communion with Him, abiding in Him every day. 

One of the main reasons Paul was so enamored by the knowledge of God through Christ was his understanding 
of grace. He explains the unbelievable reality that through the cross the righteousness of Christ is applied to the 
sinner’s account (v. 9). This comes not by fulfilling the law, but through faith and relationship. This is the opposite 
of the “righteousness” mentioned in verse 6, which centered on earthly works and obedience to the law. Such 
righteousness is damaged goods compared to the righteousness of Christ. There is no eternal value in such 
obedience because man can never obey God fully without the power and Spirit of God. It is this grace, knowing what 
God had done for him in Christ despite his sin, that allowed Paul to suffer with joy. And in his suffering, he became 
acquainted with Christ even more. 

This communion with Christ is sharing both in the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings. 
When Paul shared in Christ’s sufferings, he had fellowship with Jesus. He came to know Him on a deeper level. He 
understood who Christ is, what it means to trust in God and submit to His authority in all things—every word, every 
deed, every thought (2 Corinthians 10:5). This is how he found joy in suffering. Because it led him into deeper union 
with Christ. 

Have you ever known someone who was really suffering—with a difficult disease, a hard financial season, a deep 
loss, or even a terminal diagnosis—who nevertheless exuded joy and peace? There is perhaps no better modern 
example than Joni Eareckson Tada, the disabilities advocate who has been a quadriplegic since the age of seventeen 
and is a survivor of breast cancer. She writes that she used to pray for healing, until God revealed to her that He 
could do more for the kingdom with her in her wheelchair than out of it. And she says when her pain gets worse 
and even with the cancer, she is reminded how God works through “the fellowship of suffering” (Philippians 3:10; 1 
Peter 2:21). 

3 John Murray, The Problem of God: Yesterday and Today (Princeton, NJ: Yale University Press, 1965), 21.

TALKING POINT
We can find joy in becoming like Christ.
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She writes, “I’ve been drawn closer to the Savior, even with this breast cancer. There are things about his character 
that I wasn’t seeing a year ago or even six months ago. That tells me I am still growing and being transformed. 1 Peter 
2:21 is a good rule of thumb for any Christian struggling to understand God’s purposes in healing.”4 

What incredible faith, spiritual maturity, and selflessness. She believes that growing in righteousness and fellowship 
with Jesus is something greater than healing. She has found value, worth, and joy in her suffering because it has 
drawn her closer to Jesus. 

Q: What things are you struggling with right now? How is God using them to mold you? How is He making you 
more like Jesus?

Q: How can you use this truth to encourage others who are suffering, without sounding trite or insensitive? 

Q: Have you been living as if spiritual maturity is your ultimate goal? If not, what would you have to change to 
live that way? 

Q: Think about your spiritual journey so far. If you plotted it on a graph, which one would it look more like?  

        

or draw your own: 

PRAY 

- That you will find your identity and value in Christ, not your own accomplishments.
- For endurance to run the race through times of suffering.
- That God will give you joy in times of suffering and show you how He is working on you.
- That God will mold you into who He wants you to be and make you more like Jesus.

ACT: Memorize. In an effort to set our minds on heavenly things, choose several verses from Philippians to memorize 
this week. When you are struggling to keep your focus, you can repeat them to yourself, to help you get back on 
track and press on in pursuing Christ.

•	 “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). 
•	 “As citizens of heaven, live your life worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Philippians 1:27).
•	 “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility consider others as more important than 

yourselves” (Philippians 2:3).
•	 “Do everything without grumbling and arguing” (Philippians 2:14).
•	 “I also consider everything to be a loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” 

(Philippians 3:8).

4 Sarah Pulliam Bailey, “Something Greater than Healing” Interview with Joni Eareckson Tada, -
https://justbetweenus.org/faith/inspirational-stories/something-greater-than-healing/ 

APPLICATION
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