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Philippians III 21

Who shall change our vile body, according to the working whereby he is able to subdue all things
unto himself.
The Epistle to the Philippians written undoubtedly by St. Paul is not controversial like most of the
apostles messages to the churches. It is an appeal for Christian life by one who regards affectionately
the welfare of the little body of Gentile and Jewish Christians friends of his meeting at Philippi; and
incidentally shows how the early Christian hoped that the second coming of the Lord was near. In
fact in these days the early appearance of Christ was the strongest bond of union in the church.
False Christs were springing up everywhere by command of this expectation and Christians were in a
daily ferment lest every dawn should herald the master. The church was anxiously waiting for the
coming of the bridegroom. It had been bidden to the marriage feast. Before the eyes of the faithful
had been closed in death Christ was to return in history with his host of angels to manifest his power
and overthrow the Roman Empire. In these hopes St. Paul fully shared. But events did not justify the
ardour of the apostle. The second coming of Christ was not at hand. The expectant watching of the
young church was not rewarded by the appearance of the Lord in the air. And with this
disappointment went much of the value of the apostle’s words. This false hope recognised, many
shut their Bibles as they would a book explaining the evidence of fossils by a universal flood or any
other scientific fact by a long-since exploded hypothesis. But in doing so, they suffer great loss. In
reading our Bibles, we must first put ourselves in sympathy with the writers of what we read. I do
not mean that we must now forget the knowledge that we now possess but of which they knew
nothing and so dwell for the time being in a false antiquity. But rather that we should enquire what
chord of human nature was atune while the writer gave his message, what was the burden of his
song, what hope inspired him, what shortcomings weighed him down. For surely the hopes and
sorrows, the joys and cravings of the patriarchs, the prophets, the apostles are ours. We have not
yet entered the restful haven of knowledge of all things. We find strangely that they were tackling
the moral problems which we are now tackling and that their very lack of scientific knowledge, the
childlike nature of their minds, the naturalness of their lives lend a pleasing light, if they suggest no
abiding solutions to the problems of the heart. Looked at in this way the Bible is first the
contribution of enquiring natural man, and then man stirred by the very depths of his nature to
religious fervour to questions of which we talk now-a-days with a learned precision but which we
cannot solve. In this sense it deepens our reverence of the Almighty and All-knowing, quickens our
moral sense, and vitalises our human love. If it cannot solve it consoles without paralyzing; if it does
not add to our knowledge it increases our blessings.
To the apostle ‘the change of our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body’ had
a materialistic meaning. It was part of the general conception of Heaven as a kingdom, as a paradise,
flowing with love, resplendent in grandeur which the early church held, which is still held by many
people and which until recently was a test of theological soundness. We have abandoned that. But
although we do not share the precise conceptions of the apostles, we are nevertheless not at all out
of sympathy with their emotions and ideals. St. Paul, thinking of the coming of Christ, thinking of the
condition of the blessed, was ashamed of his ‘vile body’. He was like a beggar beholding his rags, a
prodigal conscious of his filth, knowing that the squalor and unpleasantness of his appearance cut
him off from every companionship except what he met in the gutter. The consciousness of the
vileness of his body would of itself keep happiness far from him in his heaven, and so when Christ
came to claim his faithful ones their bodies would be changed like unto his that a free
companionship might be possible between them. St. Paul knew that the clean and the unclean could
never mate together, that the pure and the gross could never be happy in each other’s society, that

the vile would be strangers in Heaven. The corruptible cannot inherit the incorruptible. Or, if we take
what was more precisely the apostle’s meaning – ‘the body of his humiliation – we have still the
same idea that that which is becoming to those who are on their pilgrimages here is not becoming to
them when they enter their glorious rest hereafter.
We have no hopes of being suddenly called to meet the Lord in his glory; the marriage feast to which
we are called is not one to which we cannot go in our humiliation and in the dust of the world; the
vision of a material heaven does not trouble us much. And yet we read a very deep meaning in the
words of St. Paul.
To him, Christ was the highest that he knew and the worship of Christ demanded the homage of his
purest and most divine qualities. There is still to us an ideal of purity, of holiness, of love before
which we must bend in chaste humility; in the presence of which we must feel our own
unworthiness and to whom we must pray for resurrection and regeneration. Do not imagine that the
possibilities of this worship passed away when the hopes of the early Christians died in disappointed
achings, when the figure and personal charm of Christ dimmed in the distance of time or became
distorted by the traditions of men, when emboldened thought banished from us many a holy dream
and iconoclastic science shattered many an idol on our temple floors. explain its existence and
nurture as we may, this craving within us to attain to higher and higher altitude of moral excellence
has survived all these changes and revolutions. Moved by it to create gods and saints which might
embody it, we may have made mistakes; the discovery of which may have seemed to disjoint the
world to us and dethrone justice and mercy and truth. But when knowledge killed our deities and
blew out the lamps on our altars, their spirits, and their life flames returned to our own breasts to
burn there. As the eastern thinks that on death he returns to the bosom of his creator, as the mystic
believes that when he no longer feels and feels he returns to the thought of which he is a product.
So do the spiritual qualities which we have from time to time enshrined return to ourselves when
the shrines have fallen. The semblance has gone, the reality remains. Our gods do not create us, we
create our gods. It is the experience of everyone to meet with some life or thought which raises him,
which strikes new chords in his nature, which reveals the world to him, gives him renewed strength,
removes difficulties from his path. This is what we have been used to call conversion. In the old
dogmatic theology conversion was brought about by a degraded and sinful human nature being
brought into contact with some outside power, by a change in spirit being made by some outside
agency. It was a cutting and carving and fashioning, as the artist cuts and carves and fashions the
boulder into a life like image. But by conversion I mean the strengthening of those parts of our
nature that are righteous and the weakening of those parts that are evil. Within us all there are the
possibilities of ideal goodness. In all of us they are but rudimentary, in not a few they are mainly if
not altogether dormant. Some little incident – a grief or joy, a gleam of beauty or a cloud of sadness,
the victory of love or the loathing of evil – may in a moment make these latent possibilities pulsate
with life. We know that the subtle change has come. We know that we have a new spiritual
experience. We know that we have crossed the frontiers of a world into which we may make further
inroads but from which we cannot return. The awakening of these new sensibilities is not merely like
the gratification of intellectual or physical wants, the stimulation of interests which we have felt
before. It is a new experience not merely an intensity in degree. It is the bringing of a vital part of
our personality into existence, a change, the fullness of which is well expressed as a being born
again. If the butterfly as it first unfolds its wings from the encasing chrysalis has a flash of memory of
its grovelling days as a caterpillar, if in its first air flight in summer it remembers its slow crawl on the
green spring leaves, how it must thrill with the joy of its mysterious evolution. So too man who has
just crossed the boundaries of the world of the soul, flitting in a pure spiritual air, seeing life from
quite new points of view, feeling pleasured which never before came to him, listening to harmonies

whose sweetness seems to ravish him, knows the exquisite bewilderment of a new birth. And so
strangely unlike is it from anything he has known in his past caterpillar stage of existence that he can
only account for the change by attributing it to the direct interposition of the self-sufficient. I am
that I am in whom is all beauty and all harmony. Ah! We have possessions so sacred so terrible in
their value that we fear to claim them. We are afraid to know our own souls, just as Moses is said to
have been afraid to know the Lord of Israel. For surely it is no spark falling from heaven that has lit
us up, but rather a wind breath that has fanned embers within ourselves. Then if we want a simile
for the change let it not be that of the rude block fashioned by the creative touch of the artificer
even though that artificer is God himself; rather let it be the thaw which comes after the frost, the
tiny shoot, shedding out its first leaves to the breath of spring, the flower bursting into blossom to
the smiles of summer. The kingdom of God is within us, Christ will come to us when we are ready to
receive him.
We have in our own minds many aspirations which comes from a sense of a life higher than we can
now live in – a life which is in so many points unlike and even contrary to that which we now live
that it seems to belong to some other world and that we can only know it in its fullness after a new
birth. Yet these glimmerings of the future are never absent from us. They have been made by some
people the foundation of arguments in proof of Eternal Life, and the way in which people for
generation after generation have pronounced these arguments to be good shows how much the
idea of a perfect future enters into human constitution. Others again have been moved by these
glimmerings to prophecy a coming Golden Age upon Earth, a perfect humanity, a reign of
enlightened justice. And these have perhaps put the noble parts of their nature most severely to the
test. For he who exploits Heaven of its secrets in order to make life tolerable to him, lives on a faith
that can be put to no test except an emotional one, but he who believes in the future of the Earth
itself walks along a desolate shore bestrewn with wrecks of barques such as his own. He hopes
because his better nature demands him to hope; he has faith because his spirit holds him in bonds to
faith. If we were religious, and faithful, and trustful in God because of the laws of nature, the beauty
of the world, our experience of men, we would have long since broken with religion, departed from
faith, abandoned our trust. If we examine minutely into the ways of nature we shall find them hard.
The beauty of the world will not bear close inspection; and our experience of men had better not be
too long dwelt upon. We may for the time being isolate ourselves from the bad, we may close our
doors, b urn our books, expurgate our newspapers, refuse to come in contact with the common
herd. But that cannot go on for long and we still keep healthy and vigorous, humanly speaking. The
final appeal to remain steadfast in the faith cannot therefore be made to the character of man’s
surroundings, to history, to experience. Our minds of rarely fine constitution can survey nature
whole and see in it the revelation of God’s will to man, can see a purpose in the thousand and one
irritations and ugliness’s of life, and can weigh the relative importance of particulars in the grand
whole scheme in which they are placed. Few can do that, but in the hearts of all men, if we could
only discover where, there is a chord responsive to this appeal: “You must live well because it is your
real nature so to do.” It is food for a certain part of you – a part which if nourished and structured
will give you more satisfying emotions than any other.
So, if establishing in this faith means the awakening of this chord responsive to spiritual thoughts
and the spiritual life, then keeping in this faith means the experience of spiritual emotions. Would a
butterfly again return to its chrysalis? Would a human being who had lived in the world of spirit
return to the world of the flesh? For ever after, in the words of St. Pau, they will say: “For our
conversation is in Heaven : from whence also we look for the Saviour, the lord Jesus Christ” – “For
our thought is in the ideal good from whence also we look for the Saviour of High Desire.”

The difference in words is but an historical difference, not a spiritual one. St. Paul’s proximity to
Christ, made the apostle worship the Master rather than the Master’s thought, the Master’s body
rather than his spirit. To the early church, Christ was a ruler rather than a teacher, a king rather than
a man of wisdom. If they waited and hoped for his coming in the flesh, it simply meant that the story
of his life and in some cases personal contact with himself had revealed to them the hidden realm of
the spirit which they believed in their simplicity of heart was to be established on this earth by
miraculous means. It was a mistake which mankind will always be prone to make, a mistake which
we today with our superior wisdom and scoffing at early Christian simplicity make with much less
excuse than they had.
( The difference in detail is that whilst the apostle’s friends chose Christ as worthy of honour and
believed that his return to earth was to be the salvation of the world, we find our gods in the stock
exchange and look for the second coming of an old-fashioned political economist to restore peace
and goodwill amongst men, we cannot perhaps be impeached at the bar of science, but it would go
ill with us at the bar of humanity : the doctors of learning would probably acquit us of any charge of
heresy against the observed order of nature, but the poor and needy and humble will not have their
mouths shut by the frowns of the doctors of learning. Let it be, however, that some may keep up the
early Christian spirit, waiting for the coming of Christ in his glory – waiting that is as we must now
interpret it, until the spirit of humility which was Christ come upon the earth.
No doubt) new times bring new methods. As they thought of this second coming, the Christians
thought that they had simply to wait, that it was not to come by their thoughts and efforts but that
the process of time, the dawning and sun-setting brought it nearer and nearer. Not so with us. The
dawning and sun setting do not bring us very far ahead; they may indeed push us behind. As long as
evolution was merely an adaptation of body organs and functions to environment, the mere
operation of natural law, secured as a rule that animals whose lives were most robust and complex
survived. The more completely an animal accommodated itself to its circumstances, the abler it was
to outmatch its enemies, the longer was its own life and the better chance had its offspring to
survive. This on the whole meant progressive evolution. If a man had weak lungs and could not stand
the English climate, he died leaving strong, healthy men behind him. If a man’s constitution was not
sufficiently robust to throw off the poisons of bad sanitary conditions, to rid itself of disease without
nursing or medical aid, to combat nature without the assistance of superior medical appliances, then
he succumbed and the race was perpetuated by its most vigorous members. Whatever humane
objection may be taken to this wholesale slaughter of the weak, biologically the gain was
undoubted. But man is not merely a biological specimen. Evolution to him means a great deal more
than the strengthening of muscular tissue and the readjustment of organs so that he may be able to
completely eliminate the friction between himself and his environment. Behind biological
considerations and very often running counter to them are ethical considerations. The evolution of
character is even more important to us now that the evolution of bodily functions, although of
course they cannot be opposed thus; and the forces which add to his excellence of body do not
always improve character. For instance, the biologist says let the weak die, if you enable them to live
by providing them with artificial protection in the shape of hospitals, vaccination edicts, sanitary
laws etc; you are lowering the physical standard of the race; but the ethical teacher says the weak
must not be abandoned because in doing so the strong sacrifices certain moral feelings which enter
into their constitution as men quite as much as sound limbs and strong lungs. Hence it is that
character is developed only by our being constantly on the watch to ward off evils that may come
even with a biologist’s recommendation, by constant discrimination between goods and bads, and
these goods and bads are not to be determined by the advantage or disadvantage they may offer in
view of the circumstances in which we may be placed, but whether they are approved or

disapproved by the moral sense which has already been awakened in us. So that man improves on a
dual path. He must look at his main chance in the world. It is his duty to neglect no opportunity
afforded to him by his circumstances – provided always that accommodation does not in any way
violate his moral sense. A An animal develops mainly by outward impress received. A man improves
by that too, but mainly by the strengthening of his inward humanity. A man must look bothy without
and within, but chiefly within.
Now, if there is in this frequent antagonism between outward success and inward susceptibility, and
if inward susceptibility is that part of us which is the higher and permanent element in us – that
sense which enables us to choose and admire the good and which in its absolute expression is our
conception of God and Heaven, if it is that which is to receive a full satisfaction when we know the
ideal in its fullness, then that susceptibility cannot be developed by merely waiting and dreaming
and hoping. We therefore do not wait for Christ, we work for his coming – his coming not in the
clouds but within ourselves. He does not come to us of his own free will – in his own time; we bring
him to ourselves and hand him down to our children. And yet, as I have said, his coming makes such
a difference to us, that we imagine this springing up of joy and hope and strength within us to be no
mere development of latent powers, but a new endowment sent specially upon us from on high.
And again pursuing our sympathetic study of the text, the change of the body in humiliation until it
be like his is not one of St. Paul’s dogmatic pronouncements upon eternal life. It is no argument of
the apostle that because Christ in Heaven has not the body which he wore upon earth, so the saint
on earth must also be changed when Christ comes. To interpret it so is to lose not only its meaning
but to miss the whole spirit of the Epistle in which it occurs.
Here St. Paul is the man not the disputant, the organism of feeling and emotion not the machine of
logic. To the Philippians he threw off his mail and let them touch his flesh. Then what is the
significance of the body change? It is this that the apostle was convinced of the essential sacredness
of the human body, and furthermore that he knew that the body was transformed by the spirit.
“There is nothing common or unclean.” All the curses which ascetics uttered against flesh and blood
were blasphemies. Of this I am convinced: a vile body is the home of a vile thought – a pure body the
home of a pure thought A2
A great man has said that every thought which flashes in the human brain leaves a permanent
imprint upon the universe. It certainly leaves a permanent imprint upon the body. Poise, muscular
form, facial expression, walk are but thoughts expressed in the body. There is, we all recognise, an
appropriate attitude for every thought, and the nearer the actor comes to the representation of
appropriate attitudes and bodily expressions, the nearer he approaches the perfect artist. And not
only of the stronger passions but of the calmer and more constant spiritual forces is the body the
mirror. The triumph of pictorial art is the representation on canvas in bodily form of the most secret
and faint of the spiritual qualities. Our body is the index of our soul. If that soul is living and striving it
will transform our bodies. A3 it was not cant that the old Christians talked when they said that they
saw the faces of their converts glow with new life. It is not with impunity that we are allowing the
bodies of our people to degenerate, that we shut our eyes to the tale of the faces in the stock
exchange or blind them by a chapter in political economy.
Yes, when our Christs come our bodies will be subdued unto the likeness of the highest. As they are,
they bear the marks of the criminal. But the change is no revolutionary one. It is to be of gradual
growth. It is not to be a dying to an old life in one moment and an awakening transformed to a new
life in the next. We have no warrant for that belief. But nature bids us hope that as our souls expand
within us – by service and by faith – service to those who we can help, faith that the world has not

been abandoned to ugliness, despair and sin – we may mount higher and higher and we may even
dare hope for a fullness of knowledge and a fullness of joy. Should the measure of our destiny come
short of that, what need we care? Again, I strike the concluding note of my morning discourse. It has
been pleasant to have lived though our lives have been sorrow; it is pleasant to have served though
our service may not always have been acceptable; it is pleasant to have dreamed though our hopes
have been vain imaginings; it is pleasant to have longed for the coming of our Christs though they
were far distant; it is pleasant to have thought of the transformation of our bodies to the likeness of
the highest though our bodies be but dust. All these things are pleasant. They are all the workings of
our inner nature – the very thing which the incidents of life must satisfy if we are to be happy. Let us
be simple, let us be humble, let us be spontaneous then. Why shorten life by thinking of its
mysteries when it is so easy to enrich by performing its most simple duties? Why in an unholy
anxiety to find out the purpose of God, do we turn a deaf ear to the only possible message we can
have from him, the desires and chastisements of our own soul? Why trouble about the decoration of
the person when we know that on the coming of our Christs our vile body will be transformed into
his likeness?

A He who builds a house builds it after his own mind, and furnishes it after his own tastes. If he is
vulgar his surroundings are vulgar, if he is devoid of the artistic sense his surroundings will be
inartistic. It is said that you know a man’s mind by the books on his shelves. You do not require to go
so far as that. His house is enough. And as a man orders his house so does the soul the body. Or we
may vary the simile and ask what is the body but the work of the soul in sculpture? You know how
the artist works his idea in his marble, how every chisel bite is but an expression of himself and how
he cuts away until he has cut his own self into the block. And when you come to examine the work,
you see where his mind has been strong and clear and you can see where it has been weak and
uncertain. You know the bold mighty sweeps and the hesitating feeble ones. Thus does some work
upon the body; thus you can trace its powers by its marks upon the flesh.
A this must be emphasised. To be spiritual a man need not let latent powers of mind go to waste –
indeed he must not. Powers of mind and body are the talents given to us for our own use. A false
conventional modesty makes us hide them or a false view of life makes us neglect them. But the
man who most honestly measures his own abilities and chooses his field of work in consequence is
he who most honestly respects the ability of others. So let us make no mistake on that point. The
danger is that ability may take the bit between the teeth and run away with a man and refuse to be
subordinate to the moral sense, but that is simply a matter to be guarded against.

