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Well, good morning! And I will also say once again, Happy New Year! Who had a good New 
Year? Anyone? Raise your hands! I will admit, I didn't quite make it to midnight, I dozed off 
around 11:30, I was so close. I hope everyone had a very good Christmas. Did anyone get 
any good Christmas presents? Anyone? Phew, okay! All right, now, I need you all to be 
honest with me, raise your hand, please, if you're willing, if you got a Christmas present for 
one of your pets. Oh, we’ve got a couple people. Okay! Now, here's a time to be really 
honest, because I have statistics to back me up on this next question. Raise your hand if 
you signed a Christmas card or newsletter from your pets. There's a few, okay! Thank you! 
Because statistically, 70% of U.S. citizens, not just anyone, but U.S. citizens in general - 
70% sign their pets names on their Christmas cards or on their end of the year newsletters. 
So, if you did, don't feel bad, you're in good company! We love our pets. So, are there any 
cat people out there? Anyone with cats? We have two cats. There are a few cat people out 
here, all right. Dog people? Yeah, there is a good mix, good mix. Well, I love cats. I love 
dogs. I will admit they are delightful, and I couldn't say that I choose one over the other. But 
this morning, I want to start off by telling you a little bit about my dog. This is Tucker. Tucker 
is a border collie, if you couldn't tell, he's very obvious. We think he's 12 or 13 years old and 
he's a rescue. So, we're not exactly sure how old he is, but we've got an approximate age. 
You would not know that he is 12 or 13 years old. Tucker, being a border collie, is a 
sheepdog. He instinctively wants to herd. And so, he herds our family; we are his sheep. 
We don't have a farm. The funniest thing is when we go to a park or something like that and 
we take the dog and we all spread out and go in different directions, Tucker will do 
everything in his power to round us all up and keep us together! He can't help it. But boy, he 
is full of energy. And, you know, his flock is growing a little bit now that my wife is almost six 
months pregnant, so he's on high alert. He follows her everywhere, he's constantly under 
her feet. She can't turn around without almost tripping over him or stepping on him and then 
apologizing. He's everywhere and he knows something is up. I say whoa to the dangerous 
delivery people who might throw boxes at our house because Tucker is on guard, and he 
lets us know if anyone approaches. He's so protective and high energy, and that's why we 
love him. One time when I back in Montana, we took him hiking up a mountain. It was 
snowy. And we thought, you know, let's get some exercise. Tucker dragged us all the way 
to the top of Mount Helena. Not bad, he was quite pleased with the accomplishment. All 
right. Great view. Cold. Let's go home. So carefully, down the mountain, a little slippery, and 
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we get home. Now, he's just hiked up and down a mountain. This is about a three-hour 
commitment. And the first thing Tucker does is bring me a toy to throw for him to chase 
because, you know, he's got some energy to burn. Some dogs lay down and are relaxed 
and chill like, I'm going to go ahead with my nap. Tucker? No! If there's something going on, 
he needs to be a part of it. And that is why I love my dog, Tucker. 

Now, I'm just going to go ahead and sidestep all of that for a moment and we'll come back 
to it in a little bit. We are in this series called Surprised by Joy and we're walking through the 
Book of Philippians. Today, I get to start us back in with Philippians chapter three. So, in the 
first three verses, “Whatever happens, dear brothers and sisters, may the Lord give you joy. 
I never get tired of telling you this. I'm doing this for your own good. Watch out for those 
dogs, those wicked men and their evil deeds, those mutilators who say you must be 
circumcised to be saved for we who worship God in the Spirit are the only ones who are 
truly circumcised. We put no confidence in human effort. Instead, we boast about what 
Christ Jesus has done for us.” This is a fantastic passage, and I say that probably every 
single time I preach, but this is really wonderful because there's some material here that has 
the potential of setting us free from a lot of things and give us this opportunity to be 
surprised by joy. And who doesn't want a little more joy in their lives? Everyone! I would like 
to have a conversation with you if you're like, you know, I've just had a little too much joy in 
my life, I need to take it easy for a while …. Let's talk, all right? Because I would like to know 
what's going on, and can I come over and hang out? So, verse one, “Whatever happens, 
dear brothers and sisters, may the Lord give you joy.” May the Lord give you joy, whatever 
happens.  

Previously, we talked about, count it all joy. Okay, well, I can't count everything joy because 
not everything brings joy to me. Whatever happens, may the Lord give you joy. This right 
here tells us one thing. We are not entirely responsible for our own joy, we're not. It's not 
something you can be like, you know what, I've just been feeling too down, I need to just flip 
a switch and I'm going to be joyful now! No, because that gets old real fast, and everyone 
can tell, and they start to steer clear of you because you're smiling a little bit too big. No, the 
Lord gives us joy. It's the Lord's joy, and we get to share in it. Paul the Apostle, he’s writing 
letters to encourage the churches that he's helped to start, never gets tired of telling people 
this. I would be delighted to tell you every single time I see you, hey, I really hope the Lord 
gives you joy! Paul says, I am doing this for your own good. We benefit from that. It's good 
for us. That's something that we need, we thrive, we grow on. When we have that joy of the 
Lord, it's the Lord's joy, and we get to share in it.  

But what else does the joy of the Lord do for us? There's a famous passage in Nehemiah, 
so we're going Old Testament here, Chapter eight, verse ten, just the last bit there, “The joy 
of the Lord is your strength.” When we have the joy of the Lord in our hearts, that is a 
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source of strength. When we feel weak, like we can't quite manage what we need to do, the 
joy of the Lord is our strength. So yes, I am going to continue to pray that God gives you joy, 
because that gives you strength, and we all need a little bit of strength. There are times 
when we feel like we've got it, we feel energized, we feel good. I eat my Wheaties for 
breakfast, I’m ready to go! What happens when you don't feel ready to go? When you just 
feel like you need another hour or two in bed? When you say to yourself, do I take a 
shower, or do I make a cup of coffee? Because it's either one or the other. I'm not going to 
do both. Those are the times when we need the joy of the Lord because the joy of the Lord 
is our strength.  

So, we should always remember it is the Lord's joy, and he's sharing it with us. But how 
much better is the Lord's joy than the world? Anything the world gives us, passes away. You 
only have to read Ecclesiastes to figure out just how quickly the joy of the world disappears. 
It's like dust in the wind. Is that a song? I feel like that's a song. Yeah, it is! I got off track 
there for a moment. So, how much better is the Lord's joy than the worlds?  

We go over to verse two, and now things are getting a little interesting. And it's interesting 
because this is the kind of stuff that you read and feel like it is going to turn up on a reality 
television show or something like that. “Watch out for those dogs, those wicked men and 
their evil deeds, those mutilators who say you must be circumcised to be saved.” Now I'm 
working out of the new living translation here. I love the new living translation for this 
passage here because it has some really key wording in this particular translation of the 
Greek. Watch out for those dogs - I want to start there. And that's why I started off by talking 
about my dog and how much I love him. We love our dogs. And so, for a lot of us, we get to 
things like this and we're like, whoa, what? I mean, ease up on the dog insults. Dogs aren't 
that bad! Well, you have to think, in the Old Testament, there are two perspectives on dogs 
that you can find. You've got the negative things, such as dogs are considered unclean, so 
don't eat them. Sigh of relief there, that was Old Testament law. So, they're unclean, don't 
eat them. But you'd get packs of wild dogs that would roam around the outside of cities at 
night. They were untamed, wild. And as untamed wild dogs will be, they were very 
defensive. So, if you tried to approach them, they would snarl and snap. They were also a 
multipurpose free service street cleanup because they'd go and pick up and eat everything 
that you left out. So, it became a habit to go out of town, to dump stuff, leftovers, refuse, and 
then the wild dogs would hang out there and get rid of stuff. So, in some ways, they were 
helpful, even if a little unsettling. By the time we get to the New Testament with Paul, calling 
someone a dog is definitely an insult. You can read that just in the rest of the context of this 
verse. There are references in the Old Testament of sheepdog loyalty in the Book of Job. 
There are references to these working partners, these loyal companions. So, on one hand, 
you've got the dogs that are good, loyal working companions. You've also got dogs that are 
bad, unclean, wild, and untamed. So that gives you a frame of reference for which of these 
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two Paul is referencing in his insults here. But then he goes on to say, “Watch out for those 
wicked men and their evil deeds, those mutilators who say you must be circumcised to be 
saved.” Okay, these are wicked men, their dogs, who, as we just noted, are untamed, wild, 
and potentially vicious. I mean, how does he know that they're wicked and they're full of evil 
deeds? Well, Paul is getting reports, he gets letters sent to him. He has friends and trusted 
companions in different towns to help supervise and lead and build these churches and he 
gets sent letters from them saying, hey, Paul, here's what's going on. And these letters are 
his response. We're getting one half of the conversation, but we're pulling out what's going 
on in the city of Philippi, in and around the church. Wicked men and their evil deeds, and he 
even calls them mutilators, because, I mean, Paul pulls no punches. You see, these people 
were going around saying you must be circumcised to be saved. Now, there has been 
hundreds of years of Jewish history where that was true, 100% true. But Paul is saying, 
guys, when I was there, we talked about this. 

So, let's take a quick look at who these people might be, these evil men. There was a group 
called the Judaizers. They were faction of Jewish Christians who believed the Old 
Testament law was still binding. That yes, Jesus is the Messiah. Hallelujah! Hosanna! But 
Jesus didn't really mean it when he said I came to fulfill the law. No - that's not okay. We’ve 
still got to do the law. I mean, so it might have been these guys who said you still need to 
act and live like a traditional Jew in order to be saved. Just believing in Jesus isn't enough. 
Well, I feel like we are all pretty familiar with some verses that Jesus said himself that might 
counter that.  

Well, there was another group, they were Gnosticizing jews and there's lots of references to 
them, as I was digging in and researching these two types of groups. One group was 
saying, no, you've got to abide by the law, and others were saying, hey, if you want to know 
the real way to get into heaven and be saved, you've got to go through all these different 
things and it's all very secret and you've got to be part of the secret club. You can see how 
both are a problem because both of these viewpoints directly counter who Jesus was and 
what he did. Not good. So for them, circumcised meant saved. If you're not circumcised, 
you're not saved. That's a problem, particularly a problem for Paul because in the book of 
Ephesians he says “It is by grace you have been saved through faith.” Jesus also said in 
John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son that whosoever 
believes in him will not perish but should have eternal life.” Let's jump over to Matthew here. 
Jesus says, “Do not think I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have come not to 
abolish them, but to fulfill them.” See, the Old Testament law was a contract. And Jesus 
says, I'm not going to abolish it and say like, Oh, you don't have to do that anymore. He 
says, I'm going to fulfill that, sign my name at the bottom, and it's done. Roll it up, we can 
put it away - because it has been fulfilled. The contract has been fulfilled. You are no longer 
bound by that contract. And then Jesus says, I'm giving you new commands. Love the Lord, 
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your God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength. Love your neighbor as yourself. 
Those two sum up the Ten Commandments entirely. And when you love your neighbor as 
yourself, you also have to love yourself. That's key. That's key. Love your neighbor as 
yourself, love the Lord, your God. And then, the great commission, go into all the world, 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. That's the new law, not the old one. We are no longer bound by Old Testament 
law. Now, that doesn't mean that we don't need it. Paul goes on to say, “All Scripture is God 
breathed and useful for teaching.” So, it's still valuable to look back on the Old Testament 
and learn from it. We can teach it, but we're not bound by that law, and that is what's going 
on here in Philippi. There are people trying to hold everyone back to Old Testament law, 
and that's a problem.  

So, it's the Lord's joy and we get to share in it. How much better is the Lord's joy than the 
worlds? Once again, no comparison. Faith in works alone robs us of the Lord's joy. See that 
first verse? May God give you joy. And then right into the second verse, watch out for the 
people who are going to take it away from you. There is so much in our world that robs us of 
joy. And we have to watch out for those who say you've got to work for it. That's going to rob 
you of the Lord's joy because God has to give it to you. It's a free gift. You can't earn it! 

So how does Paul round this out? May God give you joy, and watch out for whatever's 
going to steal the joy from you. And then he says, “For we worship God in the Spirit, and we 
who worship God in the spirit are the only ones who are truly circumcised.” So, there you 
go. We put no confidence in human effort. Instead, we boast about what Christ Jesus has 
done for us. Whoo! Okay, now we're cookin’ with fire!  

All right, worshiping God in spirit. That that might sound familiar to you. John, chapter four, 
verse 24, “For God is spirit, so those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth.” 
So, this is from the story of where Jesus met the woman at the well, and He is trying to 
break through to her to help her be free of her past and live in salvation. He talks about a 
true spring of water within her, and she keeps trying to distract him and change the subject 
so she doesn't have to talk about herself and her past. So, she questions Jesus and sys, 
well, the Jews say you worship God in Jerusalem, but we Samaritans say you worship God 
on this mountain here - so which is it? That's a distraction. And Jesus says “Neither, for God 
is spirit. So those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth.” It doesn't matter who 
you are, it doesn't matter where you are in the world. We worship God in spirit and in truth. 
Paul is building on the foundation that Jesus laid here. We who worship God in the Spirit are 
the only ones who are truly circumcised. Remember? In this context of these verses, at this 
point, Paul is saying, okay, if circumcised equals saved, here's how it works. God is spirit. 
Those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth. Then you are saved. You are acting 
and living in faith. Your belief is in Jesus.  
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There's nothing you can do to make God love you more. Man, I wish someone would have 
told me this when I was a teenager! There is nothing … I just want to shout it out. There is 
nothing you can do to make God love you more. You are already at full-God-loves-you-
maximum-capacity. God loves you 100%! Here's the counter, and this is just as important - 
there is nothing you can do to make God love you less. Nothing. Each one of us has times 
in our lives where we feel like we are the worst human being ever. How could God love me? 
There is nothing you can do to make God love you less. And there's nothing you can do to 
make God love you more. God loves you 100%, 100% of the time. And it's not on you to 
earn that, it's freely given. God loves you so much that he gave his one and only son for 
you. And I'm saying that to every single person here, every person watching online - for you, 
each and every one of us. It's not by human effort, instead, we boast about what Christ 
Jesus has done for us. In Ephesians chapter two, verse eight, “For it is by grace you have 
been saved through faith.”  

It is the gift of God. Coming out of Christmas time, I hope you all got some nice Christmas 
gifts. I got a whole bunch of really nice socks; I'm wearing some at this moment and they 
are very comfortable. I love getting socks for Christmas. The greatest gift, the reason we 
celebrate the Christmas season is the birth of Christ, and that we have been given an 
incredible gift from God. His undying love and grace. It is a ridiculous affection. I say 
ridiculous cautiously because I don't ever want to say that God is ridiculous. But by human 
standards, the love of God is absurd. It's so freely given. And it doesn't matter how many 
times we turn away or even curse God and call him names, His love does not fail. And that 
fills me with joy. It fills me with so much joy!  

Where will you find your joy this week, this month, this year? It's a new year. Where are you 
going to find your joy? See, there's a difference from being focused and from being busy. 
When we're focused, we're working at something and we're going to get it done. When 
we're busy, we're doing a dozen things at once and we might not be doing them all very 
well. And so, it takes an effort to slow down from the busyness and focus on where we are 
going to find our joy.  

You know, I love watching my kids open Christmas presents. That is a delight. But they 
cannot be my only source of joy. I adore my wife. She is wonderful, gorgeous, and amazing 
and I will not stop bragging about her, but she cannot be my only source of joy. God has to 
be my source of joy no matter what. Sometimes it's easier to invest our time in relationships. 
Maybe online relationships, social media. Those are easy enough. You've got Facebook, 
Instagram or any of the numerous other social media outlets. It's easier to spend a little time 
correcting someone or offering a bit of advice than it is investing in our real relationships. 
Where else are we going to try and find joy this week, this month, this year? In our stuff? I 
mean, it's Christmas, we just got some new stuff. I hope you enjoy your presents. I love my 
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socks, but they are not my source of joy. See, we get busy, focused on taking care of all our 
things and we're losing joy - because we can't earn it. Accomplishments. You may have 
done this this year? Did anyone receive a particularly braggy newsletter? Some friends of 
ours sent us one and it read, oh, yes, our daughter climbed Mount Everest and skied all the 
way back down and the other one has triple doctorate, and they basically just went over the 
top ridiculous with it because sometimes you get a newsletter and you're like, Gosh, I feel 
bad. Did we do anything this year?! You're not going to find joy in your accomplishments. 
Maybe for a little while you will, and that's okay. That's not bad, but you have to find your joy 
in the Lord.  

What about time with God? That's where you're digging in and receiving joy from the Lord. 
Spend time with God in prayer, talk to Him. Listen to Him through His Word. Go for a walk in 
nature, take a look at a nice tree. Once those spring leaves are all grown out and say, you 
know what, God, that's a great tree! That is worshiping God in nature. Spend some time 
with God and you're going to find joy in the Lord. What about time with the church? I know 
that sounds a lot like relationships but spending time with the church is a little bit different 
because now we're getting into something called iron sharpens iron. We're challenging one 
another. We're encouraging one another. We're not dragging each other back. So, you have 
the opportunity to choose your relationships, to look at and reflect on these people that are 
demanding my time. You can be busy serving people and never spend any time with God. 
And even though you're doing lots of good stuff, that is not good. Is someone dragging you 
back or are they like the church should be, encouraging you to grow and develop - iron 
sharpening iron. Are you going to spend time serving in faith, putting your money where 
your mouth is? Getting out and serving, doing something? Getting out in the community, 
and serving with the joy of the Lord? See how that spreads when you share the joy that God 
has given you with others! Imagine you take coal out of a fire and set it to the side. It'll 
slowly go cold. But you can take that cold coal that's lost all its spark and flame, and you 
can shove that right back in the fire with the rest and it will reignite and glow again.  

We need to spend time serving, going out into the community, sharing the light, the joy that 
we've been given to begin warming up and bringing others to life! But we also have to make 
sure we're in the community to keep that fire going and constantly turning to God. That is 
where we find joy. Not by ticking off boxes. I've read the Bible,  recited the Lord's Prayer 
again, I have dutifully given my tithes. Check. Tick, tick. Tick, tick, tick. God, why do I feel so 
miserable? Because we're not drawing our joy from the Lord! We're trying to earn it through 
actions.  

Where will you find your joy this year? When we focus on where our joy actually comes 
from, we find our strength, we find our hope, and we find a light that is hard to hide.  
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Pray with me if you will. Heavenly Father, we thank you, and we praise you for all of the 
incredible gifts that you have given us! Thank you for your word that you have blessed us 
with, that we can draw from and learn from. I pray that this week, as we enter the new year 
of 2023, open our eyes to see all around the things that are trying to draw our attention 
away from you, to steal our joy away from you, Lord. Let us practice delighting in you, 
spending time being delighted that you are our God, that you want us, that you love us 
100% of the time. And help us to take that and begin to share it with those around us. We 
pray that you would bless us and keep us Lord, in your name. Amen. 

 


