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A fuller humanity in Christ  
 

 

“Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the 

flesh.”  

Paul is not pulling any of his punches here! There is something vital at stake, and those 

he opposes seem to constitute a radical threat. 

The reference to ‘mutilating the flesh’ indicates that Paul has in view here those 

Christians — probably Jewish Christians — who insisted that in order to experience a 

full relationship to God, one needed not only faith in the work of Christ but also to 

undergo the circumcision of the old covenant.
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To this Paul reacts with an almost violent No! Whether one is circumcised or not is a 

matter of indifference in the light of what we are given in Jesus. If this were not the 

case, Jesus would become, in effect, an add-on. It would be as if we were half saved by 

circumcision – or some other religious or moral achievement – and then Jesus tops us 

up and completes us, as if there were both an “external” requirement and an “internal” 

or spiritual one. But Paul is uncompromising. He says, I’ve done it all – and his list of 

religious achievements is religiously impressive, including circumcision – and yet he 

declares that it all amounts to nothing: Jesus Christ is sufficient to set me right before 

God.  

Now, this is not something most Christians would want to argue with, at least to a point. 

But a question for us today is, what has this affirmation to do with people who have no 

interest in being set right before God? The church’s talk about salvation implies that 

salvation – “religious” salvation, we might call it – is something that most people are 

actually concerned about. It is manifestly clear, however, that great numbers are not at 

all worried about such things. 

Yet for Paul Jesus is not just a religious reality, not just limited in importance to a 

particular, religious part of our lives. Jesus is what it means to be a human being before 

God, which is also to say that Jesus is what it means to be a human being in the so-

called secular world. And it’s these two sides of the coin — living before God and 

living in the world — which are significant here. 

In our society the church and its activities are, for the most part, put aside in the box 

called ‘religion’. The religion box is an optional one, one which we can choose to pick 

up, or which we can choose to leave on the shelf. Effectively the church’s critics say 

here something comparable to the case put by Jewish Christians who insisted on 

circumcision: you can do pretty well without religion, even if it might be one of those 

things which can make a little more sense of life for you. “Circumcision plus Jesus” is 

the same kind of thinking as “secular plus religious” in the way we usually mean those 
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 This was male circumcision; women are “vicariously” included in the covenant through the 

circumcision of the men. 



 

terms today. In each case, the first element gets you a long way, perhaps even far 

enough, if you are good enough. 

When the church tries to address the world, we often reflect the same assumption: we 

try to sell religion to people who get along pretty well without it. The effect of this is to 

make religion something private, something which you can choose to take up or to leave 

aside. No small number do leave “religion” aside, not so much because they’ve 

understood the gospel but because it has been packaged in this way – as an optional 

extra.  

But for Paul the person Jesus Christ is not optional or additional to anything else we 

might do. When we speak about Jesus we speak about our whole selves – the so-called 

religious bit and the so-called secular bit; in fact, the secular/religious distinction does 

not apply.  

And if we speak about our whole selves, then we speak not only about ourselves, but 

also about those to whom we relate in the world about us, for they are also part of us. 

For Paul, then, Jesus is so central to what it means to be a living, relating human being 

that we have to say, in the broadest sense, that Jesus Christ is not a religious reality but 

a social or political one. 

But this is still to risk being misunderstood, for it is not to say that the church is a social 

or political force – a political entity within wider society with its own agendas. The 

church will nearly always be perceived in this way because human division and self-

interest seem to be fundamental to our political order. But properly, the church has no 

agenda, no particular interest to pursue other than a concern with what constitutes truest 

humanity. Again, this will not always seem to be case, or in fact be the case; such a 

crisis as the Roman Catholic church is now experiencing with respect to child sexual 

abuse could be said to have arisen out of self-interest and political agendas, when it 

could have been used to illustrate constructively the extent of the human brokenness 

God seeks to address. And the Catholic church is hardly alone in making mistakes like 

these. 

The church’s chief task is testimony to the nature of this particular God, and testimony 

to the character of the humanity this God implies, embodied by the church as well as it 

can. Our confession asks a particular question: the world we have chosen, or which has 

been chosen for us – what does that world imply? What does it say about us? How does 

it measure rightness? Where is rightness to be found? 

When Paul dismisses all that he has achieved apart from Christ as “worthless” in the 

salvation stakes, he is not chanting a fanatical “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus”. And neither is he 

saying that everything we do needs to have “a little bit of Jesus” in it to be truly worthy. 

He is saying that God’s knowledge of us in Christ precedes our own knowledge of 

ourselves. God’s judgement of us precedes our own judgements of ourselves, whether 

for better or for worse. God’s knowledge is the knowledge of a Father, a Mother, who 

will not be separated from the one he, she loves. God’s judgement is that nothing can 

separate us from that love. Fundamental rightness is given to us in this relationship, and 

we live out of this rightness, not anxiously striving to live into it. 

What we do, then, is less important than the space within which it is done. That space is 

what Paul calls “the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus as Lord”. For Paul, this is 

fundamentally a free space because he has already been comprehended, enveloped, 

hidden with Christ in God (to recall our thinking through Colossians last year).  



 

There is still work to be done, still a kind of striving, but it is not an anxious work. 

Rather, it is simply to seek to live – to think, to act – in this kind of freedom. This is 

more easily said than done, as most of our actions are rather less free than we imagine. 

But this is the work given to each one of us, and to the church as a whole. The one thing 

needful has already been tended to; everything else we do, then, becomes a kind of 

“play”. It will be a serious playing sometimes, but is play nevertheless. 

Let us then, consider with Paul the value of knowing such a God and the freedom which 

such an all-encompassing love brings, and live, love and play within that life giving 

space – to God’s greater glory, and our fuller humanity. Amen. 
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