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Philippians 3:12-21 

Press on Toward the Goal 

How many steps have you taken so far in your lifetime? Perhaps you have also invested time and money 
and energy into fitness trackers. Maybe you wear a smartwatch or maybe your smartphone has an app 
that detects your steps that you take. Never before has the whole of mankind been so invested in that 
question, "How many steps have you taken?" 

But there is no app, smartwatch or smartphone that can give you an answer to the other side of that 
question, "How many steps do you have left?" I'm not a marathon runner, clearly. But marathon runners 
don't take time at the water station to glory in the how many miles they have run so far, rather, they grit 
their teeth in determination as they think about how many miles they have left. That's what God 
reminds us of today as he urges us to press on toward the goal of heaven.  

Paul says in our reading, "12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, 
but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers and sisters, 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, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me 
heavenward in Christ Jesus." 

He gives us the imagery of a runner running his race. The "this" he starts off with is the victory of 
heaven, eternal life in Christ. Paul had not yet attained eternal life. He was still running the race with the 
rest of us. But he also understood that running the race was not just a hobby. Just because you like to go 
for a jog every so often doesn't mean your body or your mind is prepped for the grueling miles of a 
marathon. Paul reminds us that as we press on to the goal of heaven, we must be aware of our 
limitations. It's a marathon we actually can't run on our own. If we do, we won't just finish poorly, we 
won't finish at all. 

Paul knew this about himself. At one time, he had tried to reach heaven on his own. By all accounts, he 
was even doing better than most people. Earlier in chapter 3 he had said, "If someone else thinks they 
have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people 
of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, 
persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless."  

Paul had a lot to brag about. Perhaps we could too. We could brag of our baptism, our church 
attendance even in a pandemic. We could boast about how many Bible passages we memorized, our 
grades during catechism classes, the church positions we've held. But Paul wanrs us not to take pride in 
these things and think that because of them we are well on our way to heaven. When Paul met Jesus on 
the road to Damascus he learned to say, "But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake 
of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ.  

Garbage! That's why Paul thought of his attempts to get close to God. It doesn't take much to pick apart 
our supposed "good" deeds. Gentlemen, are you like me in thinking, "I have to take out the garbage 



again? Can't she do it just once?" There goes that supposed "good" deed. How about all those Bible 
passages you memorized as a child? How much poking and prodding did that take from Mom and Dad? 
How many church meetings have you attended out of obligation and not out of joy for the ministry? 
Instead of bragging about our accomplishments, we should be fleeing from them. Let us press on toward 
the goal of heaven, but let's be real about our limitations: we don't know the way to get there on our 
own.  

Paul knew his past attempts were trash. But he was still optimistic about his salvation. You don't know 
how to get to heaven. You don't know how many steps you have to take to get there. The steps you do 
take are often in the wrong direction. How can you be positive and upbeat about your future? Because 
your salvation didn't depend on you. Paul said, "I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took 
hold of me…I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ 
Jesus."  

There was one year where I competed in track and field in high school. I have short little legs. I am not 
built to run farther than 40 yards. I was terrible at it. I remember, though, how at one track meet, one of 
our relay runners got injured. And there was no other substitutes. So they asked me. That was a 
mistake. I did it. I strained my quad in doing it. I finished my relay leg and we were in last place. I was a 
terrible substitute. 

But imagine if we could have gotten Usain Bolt as our substitute. That would have been nice. That would 
have been nice to have had the best possible runner on our team. Well, when it comes to your life, you 
did. Jesus joined our team when he was born of Mary. He walked in our shoes as he lived for 33 years 
and every single step he took was in line with what our heavenly Father demands of us. Jesus ran the 
whole race of life perfectly, without any help from us. And his finish line was a cross, which should have 
been where our lives ended. And his victory from the tomb, because he's on our team, is our victory too.  

It's rather nice, isn't it, knowing that our salvation is done and completely out of our hands? It might 
also, however, lead some of us, or all of us, to think that we can just go on a vacation--that the Christian 
life is now about finding a hammock on a hill and waiting for Jesus to come back. But let's remember 
that Satan is still active. The world is still opposed to Christ. Our sinful natures do not go quiet on this 
earth. And that there are many who don't know Christ yet.  

Press on toward the goal, Paul says. And then he says this, "All of us, then, 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 attained."  

Press on toward the goal. How? Live up to what we have already attained. You know and I know that 
there will not be sin in heaven. You know and I know that heaven will be perfect and we will be perfect 
in it and life will be perfect as well. The problems we face now will be ended forever. The stress that you 
go through right now, from whatever the source will be lifted off of our shoulders and given a swift kick 
in behind never to come back to you. That's what you know you have attained in heaven because of 
Christ. But live your life right now having already attained this.  

You know you will be sinless in heaven forever and it is your hope and your goal that your press on 
towards. So why pursue sexual immorality here? Why get drunk? Why push for discord and jealousy 
today, especially among Christians? Why be selfish now? Why be angry? Why be envious with each 
other right now?  



Live up to what we have already attained. In Galatians 5, Paul lists the fruits of the spirit. Tell me, will 
these be in heaven? "But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control." I want to live in that world. I know you do too. These are the 
characteristics that we expect to find in heaven. And because of that, these are what we long to see in 
each other now.  

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, Press on toward the goal today. To close today's sermon, let me 
remind you of what Paul wrote at the end of our text. But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly 
await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 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." 
Amen.  

 


