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Text: Philippians 3:7-14 
 

World Missions Sunday: The Surpassing Worth of Knowing Jesus 
 

 Today is World Missions Sunday.  Today, churches all over America are highlighting 
the importance of missions to our work as God’s people.  In many churches, this gives the 
leadership an opportunity to get people’s attention and to chip away at their lack of interest in 
world missions.  Here at St. Stephen’s, we don’t have this problem.  World missions are a 
matter of great interest and priority to us.  If you read our annual congregational report in 
January, you saw that we have focused prayer, fundraising and ministry-sharing on places 
like China, Haiti, Nigeria, Uganda and here in the United States.  We financially supported a 
number of mission agencies, such as Anglican Frontier Missions, SOMA, South American 
Mission Society, Sudan Sunrise, Five Talents, Voice of the Martyrs and Global Media 
Outreach.  Our members have gone on short-term missions to places like India, Uganda, 
Nigeria, Kenya, and Russia, and are involved in outreach over the internet to seekers in 
places missionaries cannot go. 
 
 So on this World Missions Sunday, I’m not going to press upon you all the theological 
reasons we do mission.  I’m not going to talk about the 2 ½ Billion people who have never 
heard the name of Jesus.  By the way, almost all of them live in that part of the globe you see 
on the front of our bulletin today.  What I have chosen to talk about instead is the mindset of 
those Christians who dedicate their lives to foreign missions.  I have chosen this subject, 
because I hear the Apostle Paul describing that mindset in the passage we read this morning 
from his letter to the Christians in Philippi.  These were his words: 
 

7 But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 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 9 and be found in him, .... [Philippians 3:7-9] 
 

 Paul says that nothing in the world matters to him as much as knowing Jesus.  In fact, 
he says, everything else is loss compared to the gain of knowing Christ.  Everything else is 
garbage compared to the surpassing worth of knowing Jesus and being found in Him. 
 
 This, I submit to you, is the mindset of a Christian who is willing to look to distant 
places and different cultures and diverse people groups and to say, “I’m going to go there 
and introduce those people to Christ.  I’m going to leave behind my loved ones and my 
friends and my comfort and my familiar surroundings and go there.  I know it’s going to be 
difficult and dangerous.  I know the people will be hostile to me.  I know there will be days 
when I long for all the comforts of home.  But I’m going.” 
 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Philippians+3:7-14
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 Why would you do that?  To dedicate a whole life to that kind of work requires a 
mindset that is totally sold out to Jesus.  Let me tell you some stories about some Christians 
who had that mindset. 
  
 Let me tell you about Elizabeth Elliot and Rachel Saint.  They were part of a group of 
American Christian families who lived in Quito, Ecuador in the 1950’s, on mission to the 
Quichua people.  Elisabeth’s husband was Jim Elliot.  Jim Elliot is the one who said, “He is no 
fool who gives up what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”  He’s talking about gain 
and loss of earthly things and eternal things.  He’s talking about a relationship with Christ that 
will go with you after your death. 
 
 Jim had a special interest in the Auca people, a tribe of the Quichua who lived in the 
rain forest and had never been reached with the Gospel.  The word “Auca” in that language 
means “savage.”  Murderous revenge was part of their culture.  It was known in the 1950’s 
that half of the deaths in that tribe were by homicide. They were especially hostile to 
outsiders. 
 
 This is the people group to which Jim Eliott and four other men were determined to 
take the Gospel.  They flew there and landed on a sand bar in a remote river In January 1956 
and never came out. Jim and his fellow missionaries were speared to death by a band of 
Aucas. 
 
 Rachel Saint was the sister of one of the men killed that day.  She and Elisabeth 
remained in Quito after Jim and Nate were killed.  Elisabeth and Rachel spent two years 
learning the Auca language from two Auca women whom God had brought across their path 
in Quito.  And then they went to live among the Auca, along with Elisabeth’s 3-year-old 
daughter, Valerie, and Rachel’s nephew, Nate’s son, Steve, who was eight years old at the 
time.  Elisabeth stayed two years, and Rachel continued to live among the Aucas for three 
decades.  
  
 What would empower these women to go back to the scene of the crime where their 
men had been speared to death?  What would motivate them to want to live among this fierce 
group of people?  The words of Paul ring out loud as I try to put myself in the mindset of 
Elisabeth and Rachel: 
   

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  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.”   
 

 And I hear as well an echo of Paul’s further words:   
 

I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in 
his sufferings, becoming like him in his death....”  [Philippians 3:10] 
  

 Today, 40% of the Aucas are Christian.  And Mincaye, the man who killed Steve 
Saint’s dad, now travels as a missionary with Steve to places like Hyderabad, India.  It is 
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amazing what God does with people who have the mindset Paul articulates in Philippians 
chapter 3. 
 
 This has not been a rare mindset among Christians.  Let me tell you about another 
missionary couple.  Adoniram and Anne Judson are thought to have been the first American 
missionaries.  They planned on the missionary life when they got married.  Adoniram asked 
Anne’s father for her hand, laying out candidly what hardships she would face.  The father 
said it was Anne’s decision.  Here is what Anne wrote in a letter to her friend, Lydia after she 
made that decision: 
 

I feel willing, and expect, if nothing in Providence prevents, spending the rest of my 
days in this world in heathen lands.  Yes, Lydia, I have about come to the 
determination to give up all my comforts here, sacrifice my affection to relatives and 
friends, and go where God, in His Providence, shall see fit to place me. [Quoted from 
Kyle Idleman, Not a Fan, page179 (Zondervan, Grand Rapids 2011)] 
 

Anne and Adoniram went to Burma in 1813, a country that didn’t have a single Christian 
missionary and was a hostile environment.  It was a life of great hardship.  Adoniram was 
thrown in prison in 1824.  Their daughter was born while he was in prison.  Anne was so thin 
and sick she couldn’t nourish her own baby.  She died of spotted fever at the age of 37.  And 
yet, the two of them were responsible for translating the entire Bible into Burmese, and today 
there are 3700 congregations that trace their origin back to Anne and Adoniram Judson. 
 
 “I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus 
my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.” Could you hear that mindset in Anne’s letter 
to Lydia?  Could you feel it in her 14 years of pain and hardship from which she did not turn 
away?  I keep calling this a mindset.  It is more than that.  It is a perspective.  It is an 
orientation.  It is a value system which is expressed in the choices these people make, and 
the way they live their lives.  
 
 That value system makes me want to tell you a bit about a missionary named Hudson 
Taylor.  He was a British Christian who is well remembered as the founder of the China 
Inland Mission.  Taylor sailed for Shanghai at the age of 21 in 1853.  He had studied 
medicine and the Mandarin language in preparation for his missionary work.  He arrived to 
find that the western missionaries clung close to the population centers on the coast, and 
they all looked very foreign to the Chinese.  He took the radical step of dressing in Chinese 
clothing and wearing his hair in a Chinese-style pigtail, and he headed off for the interior. 
   
 His success came slowly, and he did not receive much support from fellow 
missionaries or from the agency that sent him.  So he became an independent missionary.  
He was in China eight years when he became very ill with what is believed to be hepatitis, 
and he returned to England to recover.  There, his vision for his mission grew.  He began 
recruiting missionaries.  Eventually he attracted thousands to take on this difficult work in 
China.  The fruit of their efforts is that today, it is estimated that there are 105 Million 
Christians in China. (Jason Mandryk, Operation World, p. 215 (Biblica, Colorado Springs 
2010.)) 
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 The way Hudson Taylor went about pursuing his vision is the most remarkable thing 
about him.  He never asked for money.  He did not guarantee his missionaries a salary.  He 
made them raise their own support, but he required that they not solicit contributions.  They 
must wait on the Lord to provide for all their needs. 
 
 Hudson Taylor wrote this about his decision to serve God at age 16: 

Not many months after my conversion, having a leisurely afternoon, I retired to my 
own chamber to spend it largely in communion with God.  I besought Him to give me 
some work to do for Him, as an outlet for love and gratitude; some self-denying 
service, no matter what it might be, however trying or however trivial; something with 
which He would be pleased, and that I might do for Him who had done so much for 
me. [H. Taylor, The Call to Service, quoted in Perspectives on the World Christian 
Movement: A Reader, 4th Ed. p.319 (R. Winter, S. Hawthorne, Ed.)] 

 
 This is the mindset, the value system, which determines how a Christian is going to 
live his or her life.  It directs their decision making processes, and it informs how they see 
everything that happens to them.  A person for whom the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 
Jesus their Lord makes everything else seem utterly valueless is going to live differently: 
 

• He’s going to be willing to do radically dangerous things for God. 
 

• She’s going to be so thrilled about knowing Jesus that her testimony will be believed 
by those who hear her. 
 

• He will willingly take on the pain of letting go of things that make him happy and 
comfortable and secure in life. 
 

• And whether she goes to the ends of the earth as a missionary, or stays at home to 
pray or work or love in the name of Jesus, Jesus will be her joy and her comfort when 
the hard things of life come against her. 

 
 Last December, I was in Uganda with Sandi Ward and Jim Conley, leading a youth 
conference for over 1,000 young people.  The majority of those young people were 
Christians, though many were not.  I’m happy to say that after we left, there were more 
Christian believers than when we arrived.  Praise the Lord! 
 
 Jim talked to the young people about believers and followers.  A believer is someone 
who has accepted Jesus Christ as their savior.  A follower is a person who goes with Jesus 
whenever He goes and wherever He leads.  Jesus spoke of followers in John 12:26, when 
He said: 
 

Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be.  My 
Father will honor the one who serves me. 
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 He also said,  

If anyone wants to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily 
and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life 
for me will save it.” [Luke 9:23-24] 
 

 When you look at the choices Christians make, it becomes clear that the followers are 
the ones who value Jesus more than life.  They are the ones who would say the same thing 
Paul said in his letter to the Philippians, for to them, everything else in life is loss as 
compared to knowing Christ Jesus as their Lord.  Notice what Paul went on to say in that 
same passage,  
 

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in 
his sufferings, becoming like him in his death... [Philippians 3:10] 
 

He was not setting up a standard he wasn’t prepared to meet.  He went on humbly and said, 

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I 
press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.... I press on 
toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ 
Jesus. [Philippians 3:12-14] 
 

 And that prize, my brothers and sisters, is the intimate relationship with Jesus that is 
our treasure in this life and the next. 
 
 Today is the last day of the season of Epiphany.  Next Wednesday is Ash Wednesday, 
the beginning of Lent.  Lent is a season of looking deeply and carefully at our lives and our 
relationship with Jesus.  May I suggest Paul’s text from Philippians as a focus for some of 
your self-inspection during Lent?  Ask yourself this question:  why would I not treasure 
knowing Jesus so much that all else in my life seems trivial by comparison? 
 

• He is the author of life. 

• He is the Son whom the Father sent into this world to save me from my sin. (John 
3:16) 
 

• He loves me with an everlasting love from which nothing can separate me. (Romans  
8:38-39) 
 

• He knows my inmost thoughts and He loves me anyway. (Psalm 139:1-4) 

• It was He who knit me together in my mother’s womb, and He has a plan for my life, a 
plan to bless me, not to harm me. (Psalm 139:13; Jeremiah 29:11)) 
 

• He is available every minute of the day and night to hear my prayers. 
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• He is the source of all my blessings. 

• He is my shelter from the storms of life. 

• He is my strength when I am weak. 

• He is my comfort when my heart is broken. 

• And He promises me eternal life where there will be no more tears and no more 
crying, but joy everlasting. (Revelation 21:4) 
 

• Jesus is all I have and all I need.   
 
What could there possibly be that we could treasure more than Jesus? 
 
© Jeffrey O. Cerar, 2014 
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