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Newness of Life 
 
One of the advantages of being a human being, among many advantages, is that we can 

think about our lives, we can look back and reflect, we can remember things we did, ways we 
behaved, attitudes that we had, and we can notice how we have changed. We can see how we are 
different,  and we hope that when we look at our present lives we see in ourselves someone who 
is more mature, kinder, more compassionate, more ‘like Christ.’  
 

Proud of himself 
St Paul in our reading from Philippians (Philippians 3:4-14) this morning, seems to be taking 

a moment to look back on ‘how he used to be’, how he was BEFORE that dramatic moment on the 
road to Damascus when he encountered the risen Jesus.  

In his old life, Paul was rather proud of who he was. He had the ‘credentials’ to be proud. 
He was proud that he was part of the tribe of Benjamin, that he was a true member of the Hebrew 
people, circumcised on the 8th day as was the custom and the law. These things were not things 
that he had chosen for himself, but he was nonetheless proud that these were part of his identity. 
As he grew older he became part of the group of the Pharisees. They were a group whose aim was 
to live a pure and right life in every aspect of their daily activities. This accounted for what seemed 
like an accumulation of rules and regulations. Paul was proud to be part of that group and proud 
that he followed the rules. But he went even farther. It wasn’t enough for him that he was a 
worshipper of the one true and living God, he felt he had to persecute those who challenged his 
faith, and who didn’t do things his way.  That was the ‘old Paul’ proud of his origins, proud of how 
‘good and religious’ he was, proud of the energy and enthusiasm with which he defended his 
beliefs and his faith.  

But in our letter today, he calls all of it simply rubbish. It’s nothing to him. It doesn’t matter 
and he realises that it never really mattered, he just thought it did.  The turning point for Paul, was 
that encounter with the risen Jesus, who turned Paul from a life of pride, vengefulness, and 
violence to a life of Spirit-filled energy, love and grace.  

Paul, in our letter today, is still living among people who are proud of who they are, who 
think that their accomplishments, their birth, their status in society is important. And he is telling 
them that it is rubbish. In looking at his own life, he realised how badly wrong he was about what 
mattered.  

He found a ‘newness of life’, with new energy, new purpose, new focus, not of his own 
making, but through the transforming love of Christ at work in him. And this is what he is urging 
the Philippians to think about:  don’t cling to some identity you think you have created by your 
own hard work. Don’t cling to some identity you have because of where you were born or who 
your family was. These are not the things that count.  

This is a remarkably hard thing for us to do. For most of us, we have worked throughout 
our lives to create a space for ourselves: a job, a family life, a home, a place where we belong, a 
set of activities which we enjoy and give purpose to our lives. None of this is bad, indeed it is 
necessary. But Paul is simply saying, all THAT is not what we can depend on. All THAT is nothing 
compared to living our lives within the love and grace of God in Jesus Christ.  

It is only when we live and define ourselves in relationship to God’s love in Christ, will we 
know the true measure of our lives, will we know the resurrection life God wills for us in the here 
and now.  
 

Mary: pure nard, pure love 
What see in our gospel reading (John 12.1-8) this morning is an act of love and gratitude. 

Mary, the sister of Lazarus and Martha, the Mary who sat to listen at Jesus’s feet, once again finds 
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herself at the feet of Jesus. But this time, she is at his feet to express her love for him and to 
acknowledge his upcoming death. Jesus knows that when he goes up to Jerusalem he will be 
killed. And those closest to him have already warned him that it is too dangerous for him to go. 
They also know that he will die.  

In this act of pouring the costliest of perfumes on Jesus’s feet, Mary shows in a concrete 
and visible way her love for him.  She expresses her grief, she expresses her tenderness, she 
expresses her sense of loss. Drenching the feet of Jesus with the expensive nard is a sincere 
expression of her feelings, of her respect, of her esteem for Jesus, who is both her friend and her 
master.  

She does this in defiance of any custom, ritual or expected behaviour. What she does is 
nothing short of scandalous, but she doesn’t care. Her desire is to show what love looks like: love 
is extravagant, kind, generous, honest and tender.  
 

Judas: misguided thoughts, misguided life 
How different then does Judas look at this moment. He spouts the right words: ‘let’s give 

the money to the poor’. But his heart is not in the right place. His are not words of love, but words 
of self-interest dressed up as love.  

Judas was a member of a group called the zealots. As their name implies they were 
zealous, enthusiastic, full of energy.  But their energy and zeal were placed in the desire to 
overthrow the Roman government by force. Judas’s hope was to get Jesus to be the catalyst for 
the uprising—and Jesus’s willingness to go to his death was not what Judas had been hoping for.  

The tragedy of Judas is that he was the disciple who never really ‘got’ what Jesus was 
about. He never found that newness of life which we see demonstrated today by Paul and by 
Mary. He was stuck in his own agenda, and he died by his own hand, stuck in his own agenda.  
 

Hope for newness of life 
Our readings today give us hope: hope that through our faith in Jesus and in our 

discipleship to Jesus, we may find that life of grace and love, which is the resurrection life. Our 
readings give us hope that we can set aside our ‘old self’, the proud self, the ‘carefully constructed 
self’ and relax and grow into who we are really meant to be.  

We pray that love and grace, working in our lives may be a perfume which fills our homes, 
our offices, our schools, our city, and our world.  

Amen.  
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