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Restore Us Again, O God

Text:  Philippians 3:12–21

It’s likely that some of you can think of examples of entrepreneurs who 
have built a company from the ground up into a prosperous and successful 
business, then handed it over to a child or children hoping to keep it in the 
family, only to have it go out of business a few years later. I have personally 
known of a few situations like this. In one case it was apparent that the son 
didn’t have the same vision, drive and passion for the business that his 
father once had. He didn’t know what it was like to put in every ounce of 
effort, commitment, and struggle into it that his father did, he only knew 
what it was like to live off of the largesse of his father’s success.

The original success of the company reflected the heart and love of his 
father for his family as well as those who worked hard for him and were a 
part of his vision. The father enjoyed seeing his employees as members of a 
corporate family. The son didn’t understand what it was to live and work 
for the benefit of those who had helped his father build his company, he 
seemed to assume that all the success of his father would continue without 
the same labor, wisdom and passion. 

The father knew that there were principles of business and ethics that were 
non-negotiable and must be adhered to. It wasn’t solely about him but 
about those around him who needed him and also those who would come 

https://classic.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Philippians+3:12-21&version=ESV


after him. He wanted to leave a legacy and an example of what life could 
bring to those who lived it for the good of others as well as themselves. 

Students of “real” American history can remember the stories of our 
forefathers who laid down their lives to build a country where men and 
women could live free and have the opportunity to build a good life 
according to the plan of God revealed to them through his holy Word. For 
many, it was not to be built for the selfish ends of individuals, but for the 
glory of God and the common good of all. Again, many felt it worthwhile 
to die fighting for freedom from tyranny and in the past few centuries have 
continued to do so. 

Today, we are confronted with many in our country and even throughout 
our government whose stated goals are to bring us under the bondage of 
the tyranny of Socialism. This has resulted in open violence, destruction of 
property, hatred and severe divisions among our citizenry. We have seen a 
level of moral decadence far surpassing anything we could have imagined 
even 10 years ago. Hopelessness and fear have gripped the hearts of quite a 
few of our youth, if not most of our citizens. We are in grave danger if we 
continue on the same path that we have allowed ourselves to walk for the 
past 50 years. 

Some have wisely suggested that in response we should return to our 
foundation and the original plans and structure laid down by our 
forefathers in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. These 
documents reflected the heart and wisdom of those who saw the 
possibilities that could be realized if men and women were willing to obey 
the command of God to love him with all their hearts and to love their 
neighbors as themselves. 
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This is desirable and certainly a laudable goal, but I don’t believe that we 
can realistically accomplish that without first seeking the mercy of God and 
honestly consider why this has happened, again. Today I want us to look 
back much farther than the founding of our country, to the plan laid down 
by our creator God in His Holy Word. It’s important that we see our 
circumstances through the lens of what has always happened when those 
who claim to be the people of God turn away from Him and follow their 
own selfish and base desires.

For over a month we talked about entering into a time of individual and 
national prayer and repentance. Last Saturday we participated in The 
Return which most found to be a powerful and life-changing time of 
worship and repentance. But we knew going in that it was only the 
beginning. Returning to God in repentance of sin always demands a 
change in life and direction, lest we return back to what brought us to this 
dark time in our history. 

The reason that we must look back further than the founding of this nation 
is that man turning back to darkness has been the problem since his 
creation in the Garden of Eden. There is only one way back and that is 
through repentance and embracing the hope only found through the death 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This week and the next two, we will 
consider the Apostle Paul’s example from Philippians 3:12 to 4:13. Our goal 
will be to discover how this section of scripture should dramatically change 
the way we live our lives today before God. However, this section is built 
upon the teachings of all of God’s word, so before we turn to Philippians 3 
let’s briefly consider how all our readings today point us to the same 
conclusion and ultimate hope. 

In our reading from Isaiah 5:1–7 called The Song of the Vineyard. Isaiah sang 
about the ways that Judah had rebelled against God, using the images of a 
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vineyard and a gardener. God speaks through the prophet of His love for 
Israel and Judah, his people. In the Promised Land God carefully prepared 
and established his people for generations to come. Like a loving gardener 
God planted the best of vines that should produce the best of grapes and 
built a watchtower and a winepress as well. Everything needed God 
provided in the anticipation that the redemption of God’s people from 
Egypt would result in an abundant harvest, but instead it produced “wild 
grapes” actually the Hebrew word, be'ushiym, is translated, “stinking fruit" 
or "stinkberries.”

God speaks through the prophet of how graciously he had dealt with his 
people in order to draw a contrast of the depth of their ingratitude and 
rebellion. The result would be that God would destroy the vineyard and 
make it a wasteland. The end of verse 7 sounds very familiar for our time 
and culture,

For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the 
men of Judah are his pleasant planting; and he looked for justice,  but 
behold, bloodshed; for righteousness, but behold, an outcry.

Israel and Judah would go into exile for their flagrant disobedience and 
idolatry but later in Isaiah God once again promised to show mercy and 
restore them (Isaiah 55:13). 

In Psalm 80 that we read this morning the Psalmist Asaph laments God’s 
anger and judgment against his people and repeatedly pleads with “the 
Shepherd of Israel” to come and save them. In Psalm 80:8–15 the psalmist 
refers to the people of God as the “vine brought out of Egypt” and recounts 
again the curse pronounced by Isaiah 5:1–7. The request of verses 14–15 
points forward to the hope and promise of God to bring salvation to his 
people, 
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Turn again, O God of hosts! Look down from heaven, and see; have 
regard for this vine, the stock that your right hand planted, and for 
the son whom you made strong for yourself.

The Psalmist is of course referring to Israel, the vine, and also called God’s 
son. We understand today that Jesus Christ is the true and unique Son, 
through whom the relation of sonship is restored. 

That leads us to our gospel reading from Matthew 21:33–44. Jesus tells a 
parable to the crowds that included the chief priests and Pharisees. He 
returns to the same theme of a vineyard and the master of the house who 
planted it. We read that when he leased the vineyard to tenants he came 
back expecting to receive the fruit from his vineyard. Of course, in the 
parable the master and owner is God; the vineyard is the kingdom of God; 
the servants are the prophets; the Son is Jesus; and the tenants are the Jews 
who opposed Jesus; the killing of the Son is the crucifixion. The removal of 
the tenants is the transfer of the kingdom to a new people of God that 
includes the Gentiles. After telling them the parable, Jesus asked the 
religious leaders what would be done to those who killed the son of the 
master and owner of the vineyard, they replied, 

He will put those wretches to a miserable death and let out the 
vineyard to other tenants who will give him the fruits in their 
seasons. 

Jesus then quotes to them Psalm 118:22–23,  

The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone. This 
is the Lord's doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.

The religious leaders were furious and sought to find a way to put Jesus to 
death. 
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As we consider this passage of Paul’s epistle in Philippians 3, it’s helpful to 
remember that at one time he was by his own words a Pharisee of 
Pharisees, and if he had been there when Jesus spoke this parable he likely 
would have joined them in their hatred of Jesus. In the first part of 
Philippians 3, Paul recounts his resume and how respected he was as a 
Pharisee. But then he encountered Jesus Christ, and everything was totally 
different, his understanding, passions and suddenly what he experienced 
in Jesus Christ became the only reason for living and even dying.

Let me begin by reading to you Philippians 3: 7–11 to get a better context 
for our passage this morning, 

But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of 
Christ.  Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing 
worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 
the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may 
gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 
own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in 
Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— that I 
may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his 
sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means 
possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.

Notice that the results of Paul’s encounter with Jesus brought about a total 
and complete change of direction and purpose. At the beginning of chapter 
3, he recounted that he had been zealous for the law of God and faultless in 
keeping the written law, but Jesus revealed the truth of Paul’s blindness by 
literally blinding him on the road to Damascus in Acts chapter 9. Once his 
physical sight was restored through the prayer of Ananias, his spiritual 
blindness receded, and he saw himself and his condition before God with a 
renewed understanding. 
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He had been striving to put to death those who were living for the glory of 
the author of life. He wasn’t merely a lawbreaker but had made himself an 
enemy of God, the very one he thought he was honoring. So even though 
he lost all the respect of those in his family and probably more important 
for him the religious leaders in Judaism, he counted it as nothing (rubbish) 
in comparison to what he had found in Christ his Lord. 

His desire was changed from pursuing religious acclaim in his beloved 
Judaism to a desire to know the Lord intimately through the same power 
that raised Jesus from the dead, even though sharing in the suffering of 
Christ would by necessity come with it.

As I have said before, it was this portion of scripture that brought me to my 
knees over 30 years ago and today it still brings me to my knees in 
gratitude. I asked the Lord how Paul could lose everything that had at one 
time been his whole life’s work. He had been passionate for the law and for 
Judaism to the point that he feverishly pursued those of “The Way” who 
seemed to him to be blasphemous. Now he was one of them and he not 
only fully identified with the Christ-followers, he became one of their most 
faithful and anointed. He had learned that the resurrection power of Jesus 
was the only true way for him to overcome his own sinful nature and the 
only thing able to empower him to persevere in the difficult and dangerous 
calling of God on his life. The Holy Spirit had commanded Ananias to go 
and pray for Paul, (then Saul) in Acts 9:15–16, 

But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine 
to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of 
Israel. 16 For I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake 
of my name.”
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The Apostle who had been raised up and filled with the Holy Spirit was 
both to live for the glory of Christ and be ready to join in the sufferings of 
Christ. He knew about how the Christians suffered because earlier he had 
been the one causing them the most suffering. Why would he want that for 
himself? It was for the same reason that Moses who had time and again 
seen God’s power and glory move on behalf of the children of Israel and he 
had experienced deep intimacy with God and yet asks of him “Show me 
your glory.” To really encounter God will make you want more of him—all
the time. If you’re not hungry for more of God I wonder have you ever 
really experienced him in the power of the resurrection? We’ll come back to 
that question.

Let’s move to Philippians 3:12 for a clearer picture, 

Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his 
own.

Even though Paul was anointed by Jesus to be an Apostle, he knew that he 
was definitely a work in progress. I guarantee you that Paul struggled with 
sin just like everyone else. The book of Acts shares stories of squabbles that 
Paul had with other Apostles and servants of Christ. You can pick up on 
the mellowing of Paul in his later writings. The point is that Paul had not 
fully experienced all the Jesus offered him and knowing him in the power 
of the resurrection was not a one-time event, but would continue 
throughout his life and ministry. It was a present and future reality and 
always would be if he remained faithful. He had gone all-in pursuing Jesus 
but continued to press on through persecution, hunger, betrayal, 
abandonment, and a myriad of other things. 
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The Holy Spirit’s words through Ananias played themselves out every day 
as Paul confronted obstacle after obstacle. Paul confessed to the church of 
Corinth in 2 Corinthians 1:8–11, 

For we do not want you to be unaware, brothers, of the affliction we 
experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our 
strength that we despaired of life itself. 9 Indeed, we felt that we had 
received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely not on 
ourselves but on God who raises the dead. 10 He delivered us from 
such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our 
hope that he will deliver us again. 11 You also must help us by 
prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing 
granted us through the prayers of many.

I  grow nervous when I hear those who seem to be mature Christians speak 
as if they are constantly triumphant in their walk with Christ. Paul writing 
under the anointing of the Holy Spirit knew that he had not fully arrived 
and that he needed Jesus’ presence and mercy more and more each day. 
I’ve thought to myself before, how did Paul keep going to the end amid all 
that happened to him on a regular basis? Then I remembered that he told 
me how in Philippians 3:12, because “Christ Jesus has made me his own.”

That’s a statement that I have passed by without much thought many times 
over the years, but it finally jumped out at me and grabbed my attention. If 
I had to summarize the motivation of St. Paul in putting up with a life of 
suffering and pain as a Christian and the motivation for all that he wrote in 
his Epistles, I believe I could simply say, because “Christ Jesus has made 
me his own.”

He wrote in Romans 6:4, 
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We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order 
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, we too might walk in newness of life.

Paul wrote in Romans 8:29 that Jesus laid hold of him that he might be 
conformed to the image of Christ.

Jesus laid hold of Paul according to Acts 9:15 to make him a witness to 
what it was to be laid hold of by Jesus.

In Acts 9:16 Jesus laid hold of Paul to bring him into suffering so that Paul 
would himself lay hold of the calling of Jesus on his life, so he could have 
the honor and joy of knowing Jesus in the fellowship of his sufferings.

Jesus laid hold of Paul in Philippians 3:11 so that the Apostle might attain 
to the resurrection from the dead, and Paul could lay hold of that heavenly 
hope.

I know our enemy well enough to believe that he reminded Paul every day 
that he had persecuted, jailed and caused the death of many Christians in 
the early church. He told his spiritual son Timothy in 1 Timothy 1:15, 

The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the 
foremost. 

He knew who he had been but that was before Jesus laid hold of him and 
made Paul his own. Has Jesus laid hold of you? Has he made you his own? 

Over the next two weeks we will be asking the question, “How does the 
fact that Jesus has made me his own change how I think and live?” In the 
meantime,  I encourage you to prayerfully consider two questions:
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• If we as Christians are to rise up and live into our repentance and turn to
follow Christ so that the world can hear us boldly proclaim that he is Lord
and the only way to salvation, how does the fact that you belong to Jesus
change your current direction?

• Are you hungry for more of God? How have you experienced him in the
power of the resurrection?

Let’s pray. 

©2020 Rev. Mike Moffitt

11




