8 part Sermon Series:   “To Live is Christ!”  (The Book of Philippians)
10/12/08 #6 Sermon:  “Press On Toward the Goal!”

(Text:  Philippians 3:12-21)
************************************************************************

     Two weeks ago I received something in the mail that I will treasure for years to come.  I received a DVD I had ordered about Michael Phelps and how he won a record 8 gold medals in this past summer’s Olympics.  Among other things, this DVD contains footage of all 8 of Phelps’ gold medal swims along with the interviews that took place after each race.
     As you know, Michael Phelps reached his goal.  He won 8 gold medals, beating the record set by Mark Spitz back in the 1970’s.  However, when Michael Phelps first arrived in China, he didn’t know how things would turn out.  Even after he won his first gold medal, he couldn’t rest.  He needed to win 7 more gold medals.  He had to press on toward the goal.

     This reminds me of what Paul writes in today’s reading:  “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  Just as Michael Phelps pressed on to his goal of winning 8 gold medals, Paul says we should press to the goal that God has given us in Christ.  With that said, there are some important differences between what Michael Phelps did and what Paul says our goal should be.  

     First, Michael Phelps did not know for sure if he would achieve his goal.  In contrast, we Christians DO know for sure that we already have the victory in Christ.  Our golden prize is already waiting for us.  All we have to do is press on toward that goal and keep our eyes on Jesus.
     Second, Michael Phelps had to win his medals by his own strength.  However, we Christians press on toward the goal with the strength that God gives us.  

     Finally, Michael Phelps is getting all the glory for his record of winning 8 gold medals in one Olympics.  But we Christians give GOD all the glory as we press on toward the goal to win the prize that is already ours through faith in Christ.

     With that in mind, let’s examine our text for today more closely so that we can benefit from God’s Wisdom that Paul is giving us.  However, before we look at today’s text we need to remember last Sunday’s sermon which was based on Philippians 3:1-11.  We learned that God does not love us and forgive us based on our performance.  Instead, we are saved by His grace through the work of Jesus who rescued us sinners by His own death and resurrection.
    For example, listen to these words of Paul from last Sunday’s reading:  “…I have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.”

    Simply put, when Paul talks about “losing all things” he is speaking of his sinful trust in his own ability to make himself worthy of God’s love and mercy.  Paul joyfully lost all the honor and glory that went along with his previous life as a self-righteous Pharisee.  He joyfully lost everything that used to matter to him in exchange for gaining the salvation that comes through faith in Christ alone.

     By God’s grace, Paul came to understand that we sinners can’t save ourselves.  The only thing we deserve from God is his wrath and anger.  But this same God loved us so much that He sent His only Son into this world to keep God’s Laws perfectly for us and then give us His own righteousness.  In addition, Jesus went to the cross and suffered the damnation we deserve because of our sins.  Finally, Jesus conquered death for us so that we might have the hope of the resurrection and eternal life with God.

     Paul ended last Sunday’s reading with these words:  “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection…”  Simply put, Paul is looking forward to the day when Christ will return and raise his body from the dust of the ground.  On that day Paul will have a glorified, sinless body – just like Jesus!
     With that understood, we’re now ready to learn what God has to teach us in today’s reading – Philippians 3:12-21.  Paul begins our reading with these words:  “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect…”  Why does Paul need to say this?  Simply put, Paul wants to remind us that we Christians continue to struggle with sin this side of eternity.

     Think of it like this.  Even though Jesus has already won the prize for us, it is possible for us to lose that prize if we stop pressing on toward the goal.  For example, listen to what Paul says to the Galatians Christians.  In Galatians ch. 3 Paul writes:  “Are you so foolish?  After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?”  Later on in Galatians ch. 5 Paul writes:  “You were running a good race.  Who cut in on you and kept you from obeying the truth?”   By these words Paul teaches us that it is possible for us to be led astray from the path that leads to our eternal prize in Christ.  

     For example, the devil may deceive us into thinking that we can earn God’s mercy by our good deeds.  When this happens we may begin to think that we are better than others and that this is the basis of our salvation.  We may start to think that attending Church is something we do to impress God.  We may begin to trust in our good deeds and think that God owes us salvation.  When this happens, we are no longer pressing on toward the goal.

     Therefore, Paul writes these words:  “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  Simply put, while we live in this world we must never forget that we are sinners and that the devil is always working to take our focus off of Jesus.  We should never get too confident as though we are sinless and could never be led astray.  Instead, we must “press on toward the goal” and keep our eyes on Jesus and all He has done for us.

     In fact, Paul goes on to say that mature Christians will take a view of such things.  In other words, being a mature Christian means that you recognize how sinful you are and that you could fall away from Christ at any moment if it were not for the grace of God.  Being a mature Christian means that you realize how weak you are and that you must rely on Jesus every moment of every day.
     Apparently, not all the Christians in Philippi understood this.  That’s why Paul said:  “And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you.”  Simply put, Paul is saying that if you think you’re too good to ever be misled by false teaching; if you think you’re too holy to ever fall to temptation, then God Himself will show you how wrong you are.  

     Simply put, the more you mature in your faith the more you realize how sinful you really are.  But such maturity is good, because then you will keep our focus on Jesus and you will long to be fed by His Word.  

     Having said that, Paul then goes on to warn us about another false teaching that seeks to lead us away from Jesus.  In last Sunday’s reading Paul warned us about a type of false teaching known as “legalism” – which is the idea that you must earn God’s mercy by obeying His Laws.  However, in the last part of today’s reading Paul warns us about the false teaching known as “licentiousness” – which is the idea that God’s grace means that we get to live as we please.
     You see, some people in Paul’s day claimed to be Christians, but they taught that God’s grace means that we can do anything we want without fear of God’s judgment.  They taught that Jesus’ death took away God’s judgment so that you can sin all you want and you don’t have to fear God’s wrath.

     For example, listen to these words from the Book of Jude:  “Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.  For certain men whose condemnation was written about long ago have secretly slipped in among you.  They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality…”
     In addition, listen to these words from 2nd Peter ch. 3:  “…dear friends,… be on your guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of lawless men and fall from your secure position.”
     Did you hear that?  There were some people who claimed to be Christians, and yet they were living in ways that God’s Law clearly condemns.  They justified this by teaching that Jesus’ death on the cross means that we are now free to sin without fear.
     But that’s not what God’s Word teaches us!  Even though we are saved by Grace alone, God’s grace sets us free FROM sin and FOR a life of good works.  Listen to these words from 1st Peter ch. 2:  “[Christ] bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness.”  In addition, hear these words from Titus ch. 2:  “For the grace of God that brings salvation to all men has appeared.  It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age,…”
     Did you hear that?  Being saved by Grace means that we are free to say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s good will for our lives.  That’s why Martin Luther taught that the Christian life means living in daily repentance and faith – daily repenting of your sins of thought, word and deed and trusting in Jesus as your Savior who not only forgives you but will also help you to fight the desires of your sinful nature and live as children of God.

     However, if the devil leads you to get comfortable with your sin; if you are misled into thinking that God’s grace means that you can live as you please and indulge the desires of your sinful nature, then you have fallen into a state of unbelief.  Simply put, if you don’t think that your sin is any big deal, then you really don’t believe in what Jesus did for you on the cross.

     That’s why Paul writes these words:  “…many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things.”  Now, when Paul says “their god is their stomach” he is talking about their inner sinful desires.  In other words, such people worship their own sinful desires – and they promote a false teaching about grace that justifies such unbelief.
     My friends, Paul does not want us Christians to be misled by this evil way of thinking and living.  He wants us to remember that our sin is so serious that it took nothing less that the death of God’s Son to deal with it.  However, now that we are forgiven for Christ’s sake, the Holy Spirit will move us to give thanks to God by saying “No” to the desires of our sinful nature and “Yes” to God’s loving plan for our lives.

     However, please understand this.  Paul is not saying that being a Christian means that you will never sin.  Instead, Paul is saying that “pressing on toward the goal” means that you grieve over the sin in your life and you trust in Jesus as your Savior from that sin.  The Holy Spirit moves you to “press on toward the goal” by living in daily repentance and faith – clinging to Christ for the assurance that you are forgiven and for the strength to live according to God’s Word in this present age.
     Finally, as we “press on toward the goal,” Paul wants us to remember that God has already given us the victory in Christ.  Paul writes:  “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.”

     Did you hear that Good News?  As people who have been saved by Jesus, you are NOW God’s people and citizens of His Kingdom.  This sinful world is not our home.  Our eternal home is the New Creation Jesus will give us when He returns in power and glory.
     On that Final Day Jesus will raise our bodies from the dust of the ground and we will be given gloried, sinless bodies – similar to the body Jesus has right now.  We will never have to struggle with sin ever again.  We will live in God’s love forever in a world without sin, pain or death.

     This Good News is our motivation and power for “pressing on toward the goal” as we live in this world.  The devil will try to use legalism or licentiousness to keep us from “pressing on toward the goal.”  But the Holy Spirit will use God’s Word to keep our focus on Jesus – the One who saved us and who will keep us secure in our salvation until the Final Day.  As Paul writes in Philippians 1:6, “…he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”  
Amen! 

