Pressing On Toward the Goal
Following Paul's example: "Join with others in following my example, brothers and sisters, and take note of those who lives according to the pattern we gave you." (Phil. 3:17)
TEXT: Philippians 3:12-21

"Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.  Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it.  But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

All of us who are mature should take such a view of things.  And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you.  Only let us live up to what we have already obtained.

Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.  For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their desti​ny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things.  But our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body."

Introduction: Living for the Future.
Paul, a man oriented to the future.  A future-oriented life is one which has certain characteristics:

The present is dominated and given purpose by the future goal and is subordinated to that future goal.

Until the goal is reached, there's always "more to come", hence purpose, drive, expectancy continue.

Such an orientation means that "it's not over 'til it's over." Keep going until the end.

To reach the goal is what redeems and sustains the present, and gives meaning to present sufferings and sacrifices.

Human life without hope beyond the grave, without a goal which transcends it, is bound by time: the best can come and go before the end, and as time runs out, so the look is backwards, towards the past.  We can fall into the power of inner enemies of our journey with the Lord: stagnation, which means that we stop moving forward, stop growing, stop "pressing on toward the goal"; despair, which means that we lose hope, give up, feel all is lost, there's no point to "press on towards the goal"; and fears, which can paralyze and bind us to what we are, to where we are, to what is, because of the fear of "what if...."

Paul urges us and invites us to join with him in pressing on toward the goal, just as God has called him.  He still looks and moves forward, not backwards.

A. Paul Shares His Way of Following After Christ.(3:12-16)  

1. Satisfied and yet not content: “not that I have already obtained all this...but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.”  God can still work in and through him; there still is more of Christ ahead.

2.  “One thing I do:” concentrated on what matters, willing to let go what is secondary and to stick to what is primary.  Life is not so much reduced or narrowed as it is centered and oriented around the "one thing".

3.  "Forgetting what is behind": not bound by or to his past; forgets hurts and injustices, failures, and even triumphs.

4.  I press on ...to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.  He knows he has been taken hold of, and has been called...by Christ Jesus and by God.  Hence he runs with confidence of finishing well.  To press on is primarily inward in his circumstances and his situation, which are not beneath his control.  Also, the race is individualized--called me--and each of us will need to be open to God's path for us (remember Jesus' words to Peter "What is that to you ....you follow me."

5.  The "prize" is to gain more of Christ, as Paul has already made clear: 1:21, 3:8-10.  What this means is given in the whole letter: Christ glorified in the body, here and now as always, the mind of Christ in seeing and serving others, knowing Christ in his grace and his way of the cross, finding Christ sufficient to give contentment in all circumstances, rejoicing always in the Lord.

Summary: To follow Christ as Paul, is to keep pressing on toward the goal, knowing that God in Christ has taken hold of us and that we are always to look to what He yet has to give us of Christ and to orient our lives toward His future for us.
B.  Looking Beyond the Race to the End of All Races and the Final Triumph. (3:17-21)
1.  The Lord Jesus Christ, our Lord, will consummate by His power which is already at work in us, transforming us, His pur​pose and work, triumphing over history and death.  History as we know it will be changed and overcome--'swallowed up'.   As Paul we too need to look beyond the now and this present age, to dwell on the Coming Triumph and all that it will mean.

2.  For now, only partial fullness and enjoyment.  We are obsessed with the present—we have lost a sense of history, of a past from whence we come and from which we receive, and a future, to which we move and to which we must contribute.  We want to have it all NOW.  The Enemy of the cross says "Rest and take your ease now.  Be good to yourself....This is all there is to it...You don't get a second chance."

3.  The future which belongs to our Lord Jesus Christ, because it is certain--His power and His triumph--needs to become determinative for our past and our present.  Our past is in His hands, and only His evaluation counts, and nothing given to him is lost.  The present can be filled with the future and reflect it and be governed by it, patterned after it.

4.  We already know of that future, for it is the same resurrection power we know now and the Lord who went to the cross for us who will be the Lord of the future.  We expect to go home.
Summary: God's call for us extends beyond death and beyond history as we know it.  We need to learn to live with the tension of what is, and what will be, and to increasingly fix our eyes and our mind on the final triumph and live in its light and power.

CONCLUSION

To be oriented to God's future in Christ and to press on towards that future is first of all an inner "mind-set", an inner disposition (note words about “thinking” or “attitude” repeated by Paul).  It is openness to Christ here and now, eagerness for Christ, here and now, and looking forward eagerly, expectantly to His final work, when this story ends, the last battle is fought, the last chapter written, and the new story begins, in new bodies, a new world, and new people... As C.S. Lewis says, at the end of The Last Battle:

 “All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.”  

“Let us, then run with patience the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God."

