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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 8: Paul’s Theology of Salvation 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–11 
II. PAUL’S MISSIONARY REPORT, 1:12–26 
III. A CALL TO SANCTIFICATION, 1:27–2:30 
IV. WARNING AGAINST FALSE TEACHERS, 3:1–4:1 

A. Judaizers as the Context for Theology, 3:1–6 
B. The Essence of Paul’s Theology, 3:7–11 

In these verses Paul summarizes the distinctives of his theology. As vv. 4–6 
demonstrated, Paul had not been a failure in Judaism; on the contrary, he was, as he 
says, “advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people” (Gal 
1:14). Nevertheless, he came to view his previous successes as spiritual bankruptcy—
worthless. This leads Paul to describe his new viewpoint as a Christian in concise 
statements that are both theological and personal. Paul speaks of his new life in Christ in 
terms that we might describe as encompassing the ideas of justification in v. 9, 
sanctification in v. 10, and (the hope of) glorification in v. 11. Jesus is the great divide in 
our lives. We were spiritually bankrupt before we came to Christ, but now we enjoy 
spiritual wealth. 
 
1. Spiritual bankruptcy, 3:7–8 
 

(3:7) But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 
 

Through his conversion on the Damascus road (Acts 9), Paul had come to count the 
privileges and achievements of vv. 5–6 as liabilities because of Christ (“circumcised 
on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of 
Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for 
righteousness based on the law, faultless”). He once had regarded such things as 
gains, positive accomplishments toward his goal of achieving righteousness by 
keeping the law, but now he has come to the settled conviction that they were 
actually a detriment, an impairment. 
 
(3:8) What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 
garbage, that I may gain Christ 

 
Verse 8 begins with a very emphatic phrase, “what is more,” that makes it clear Paul 
intends to reiterate the point of v. 7 in the most forceful terms possible. “Let me be 
clearer,” Paul says, “I continue to consider everything a loss.” Paul wants the 
Philippians to know he does not regret the decision made on the Damascus road. 
Even now, though a prisoner in chains, he continues to regard every one of those 
privileges and achievements as nothing. But Paul goes further and says that he 
considers “everything” that others might consider to have value in the present age—
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religious advantages, status, material benefits, honor, comforts—as total “loss” in 
light of Christ. This reminds us of 1:21, “for to me, to live is Christ.” 
 
While in v. 7 and the first part of v. 8, these things are counted as “loss,” now in last 
part of v. 8 they are viewed as utterly revolting— “garbage.” These privileges and 
achievements were not “garbage” in and of themselves, but were exactly that when 
viewed in comparison to the value of “knowing Christ Jesus.” 
 
Paul expresses the purpose of his conversion with the final clause “that I may gain 
Christ.” This seems to express the same thought as Jesus’s words in Matthew 16:26, 
“What profit will a man have if he gains the whole world and suffers the loss of his 
life?” 
 
For Paul, “the knowledge of Christ Jesus as his Lord” meant the intimate 
communion with Christ that began at his conversion and had been his experience all 
the years since then. It was not limited to the past (as v. 10 shows, “I want to know 
Christ”), but was a growing relationship. 
 

2. Spiritual wealth, 3:9–11 
Verses 7–8 focused on the “loss” side of the equation. There Paul asserted that his 
previous achievements had yielded spiritual bankruptcy. Now in vv. 9–11 he focuses 
exclusively on the positive side, what he is standing to gain. Paul will explain what it 
means to “gain Christ” (v. 8). 
 
a. Justification, 3:9 

 
(3:9) and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from 
the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes 
from God on the basis of faith. 

 
The verb “be found,” along with its modifier, “not having a righteousness of my 
own that comes from the law,” elaborates what it means to “gain Christ.” Paul 
wants the divine scrutiny he will undergo at Christ’s return to reveal that he had 
been in union with Jesus Christ. For this to be so, it could not be on the basis of a 
righteousness he could call his own, that is, the kind of righteousness one might 
achieve through general conformity to the Mosaic Law. With a very strong 
contrasting “but,” Paul affirms that if we are to be “found in him,” we must 
possess a righteousness that has its source not in us but in God. Paul is speaking 
of imputed righteousness (Rom 1:17)—what Luther called “alien righteousness.” 
 
This righteousness is received “through faith in Christ.” In summary, then, Paul 
says that true righteousness is obtained by abandoning one’s own efforts and 
exercising faith. Paul understands faith as the opposite of “seeking to establish” 
one’s own righteousness (“Since they did not know the righteousness of God and 
sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness,” Rom 
10:3). In that sense works and faith are incompatible. 
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What Paul describes in this verse is what he elsewhere calls “justification.” 
Justification is the instantaneous legal act of God in which he (1) declares all of 
our sins forgiven and (2) declares us to be righteous in his sight. Justification has 
two sides or components. On one the hand, it includes the forgiveness of sins 
because Christ paid the penalty for our sins, but forgiveness of our sins is not 
enough to get us into heaven. A judge may declare someone is not guilty of a 
crime, but that does mean they are a righteous person. Therefore, justification 
also includes the imputation (the counting) of Christ’s righteousness to us (Rom 
3:21–22; 4:3; 5:19). All of this is accomplished by the obedience of Christ. As 
Paul said in 2:8, “And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself 
by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!” This obedience of 
Christ is not limited to his death, but simply culminates in his death. By nature, 
obedience is a continuous state, requiring a continuation of obedience, so even 
one act of disobedience makes a person disobedient. Jesus lived a life of perfect 
righteousness. Jesus himself spoke of this at his baptism: “Then Jesus came from 
Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. But John tried to deter him, saying, 
‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’ Jesus replied, ‘Let it be 
so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness’” (Matt 3:13–15). 
 
Though Jesus’s perfect obedience includes his whole life culminating in his 
death, it is helpful to distinguish between his active obedience—his perfect life 
of righteousness in conformity to law—and his passive obedience—his death on 
the cross for our sins. The righteousness that God imputes to us in justification is 
the perfect righteousness of Christ—his active obedience. The instrument 
(means) by which we are justified is faith. 
 
There is a sense in which the faith of justification is essentially passive. But by 
this we do not mean that the person is a totally passive instrument through whom 
“believing” occurs. Paul makes clear that people are responsible to believe, but 
we must also insist that believing is not something we do, in the sense of what 
Paul calls “works,” but is always a response, an accepting of the gift God holds 
out to us in his grace. “Believing,” then, while a genuinely human activity, 
possesses no “merit” or worth for which God is somehow bound to reward us; 
for salvation is, from first to last, God’s work. Faith is more properly the 
instrument not the cause of justification. Faith is the passive instrument not the 
active cause. We are not saved by faith, that is, not because of faith, but by 
Christ. Faith must always be talked about as to its object. Faith is that which 
looks to Christ, trusts in Christ. Faith just puts us in touch with Christ who saves 
us. Faith is the means or instrument created in our hearts by God, yet which we 
truly exercise, that brings us to Christ. 
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b. Sanctification, 3:10 
 

(3:10) I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and 
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 
 
Gaining Christ (“I consider everything a loss…that I may gain Christ,” v. 8) not 
only means “having a righteousness…which is through faith in Christ” (v. 9)—
justification—but also a continuing desire to “know Christ” in an experiential 
way—sanctification. By the term sanctification we are referring to what is 
commonly called progressive sanctification, which says that believers are 
progressively being set apart from the power and practice of sin, becoming more 
holy while sin is being extirpated. 
 
Verse 10 can be viewed as an expansion of the earlier phrase in v. 8, “the 
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” 
 
What it means to “know Christ” is explained in the last part of v. 10 as knowing 
“the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings.” Paul wants to 
know experientially the power of Christ’s resurrection. This divine power that 
raised Christ from the dead is the power now operating in our lives to bring about 
our sanctification. This power enables us to “live a new life” (“just as Christ was 
raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life,” 
Rom 6:4) because we have been “raised with Christ” (Col 3:1; Eph 2:5–6). Thus, 
when Paul speaks about experiencing the power of Christ’s resurrection, he has 
in mind our spiritual transformation into the image of Christ—a transformation 
that takes place, according to 2 Corinthians 3:18, as we behold his glory (“And 
we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being 
transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the 
Lord, who is the Spirit.”). 
 
This power that brings about our sanctification is the same power that raised 
Christ from the dead. But it does not come to us directly as though we could just 
pray, and the power of God would instantaneously make us holy. The sanctifying 
power comes to us indirectly, through means—what are called the ordinary 
means of grace. First God uses Scripture: 

 
John 17:17, “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.” 

 
1 Pet 2:2, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk so that by it you 
may grow up in your salvation.” 

 
Acts 20:32, “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which 
can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are 
sanctified.” 

 
2 Tim 3:16–17, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of 
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 
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Rom 12:2, “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind.” 

 
Scripture provides us with the norm or standard to identify what is right and 
wrong. It identifies sins that we must shun and the virtues that we are to embrace. 
Scripture tells us what holiness looks like. It tells us what resources we have as 
we battle the world, the flesh, and the devil, and how to use these resources. 
Therefore, obviously, we must hear, read, study, memorize, meditate, correlate, 
and apply God’s Word. 
 
Second, God uses our prayers and the prayers of others. Warfield concluded: 
“What is prayer but the very adjustment of the heart for the influx of grace?” 
Sanctification is a struggle, a battle against the world, the flesh, and the devil. 
Through prayer we receive power to “put to death the misdeeds of the body” 
(Rom 8:13). We need God’s help every moment to battle sin and submit to his 
will. The writer of Hebrews encourages us about the important role of prayer: 
“Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (4:16). In our daily 
trials and temptations, we can easily become depressed and anxious, so Paul 
reminds us: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer 
and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of 
God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 
in Christ Jesus (Phil 4:6–7). 
 
Third, God uses the fellowship of God’s people. God does not want Christians to 
live independent from one another but in relationship to each other. As the writer 
of Hebrews says, “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward 
love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of 
doing, but encouraging one another” (10:24–25). One of the most important 
things we can do to aid in the sanctification of our fellow believers is to 
encourage them. Our fellowship with other believers is inexorably tied to 
Scripture and prayer. We learn and understand about Scripture from our 
interaction with our fellow believers. Paul says that we are “competent to instruct 
one another” (Rom 15:14). We pray for our fellow believers and they pray for us. 
 
But Paul adds in v. 10 that our sanctification, our growth and transformation, are 
not to be had without pain but requires “participation in his sufferings.” Paul had 
earlier reminded the Philippians in 1:27–30 of the struggle, conflict, and 
suffering that characterize the Christian citizen. In 2:6–11 he had also underlined 
the shameful death to which their Lord had submitted himself. Now Paul speaks 
of his goal to experience a share in the sufferings of Christ and to be formed after 
the manner of Christ’s death. Participating in Christ’s suffering does not mean 
that we somehow have a part in Christ’s expiatory sufferings, his penal 
substitution on the cross. Those were Christ’s alone. But each believer, by 
identifying himself with Christ, incurs a measure of Christ’s afflictions (Acts 
9:4–5). 
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Paul elaborates on the idea of “participation in his sufferings” with the phrase 
“becoming like him in his death.” In Romans 6 Paul explains our sanctification 
as an identification with Christ’s death. Because we are united to Christ, we can 
be said to die with him. For us that means a death to the former life, under the 
dominion of sin (Rom 6:4–11). Romans 6 is setting forth one of the benefits of 
union with Christ: death to sin. A judicial benefit of union with Christ is 
justification. An experiential benefit is sanctification. Union with Christ is the 
ground of justification and the means of sanctification. Sanctification is the 
experiential demonstration that we are united to Christ. 
  

c. Glorification, 3:11 
 

(3:11) and so, somehow, attaining to the resurrection from the dead. 
 

The final outcome of our “gaining Christ (v. 8) is our resurrection and 
glorification. It represents the culmination of our spiritual pilgrimage. Verse 11 is 
also linked with v. 10 in that it sets forth the resurrection as the goal that gives 
meaning to Paul’s suffering. This idea is also expressed in Romans 8:17, We 
share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory” (cf. also 
2 Tim 2:11–12). 
 
A serious problem would seem to be raised, however, by the apparent 
tentativeness of Paul’s language, “somehow, attaining.” Elsewhere Paul speaks 
with great assurance about his future hope (Rom 8:30–31; 2 Tim 1:12). But 
again, there are other passages where Paul expresses a note of self-distrust. In 
1 Corinthians 9:27 he says: “No, I strike a blow to my body and make it my slave 
so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the 
prize.” The solution to this seeming conflict is to distinguish between the firm, 
unmovable object of our hope and our subjective apprehension of it. The apostle 
Paul, in spite of his maturity was neither omniscient nor sinless. He had a healthy 
concern for his own perseverance, and so should we. 
 
Therefore, on the one hand, we should not minimize the note of self-distrust 
present in this passage; yet, at the same time, we must not generalize from it and 
deduce that Paul did not enjoy assurance of salvation, a fact that seems clear 
from many other passages as well as the whole tenor of his teaching. Certainly, 
he expected others, including the Philippians, to share in that assurance. 


