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Forgetting what is Behind Sunday January 12 2020 
Philippians 3:12-16 

Have you ever run a race? When I was growing up, I was a 
sprinter.  

From start to finish, you lay all distractions aside, and you 
remain focused on one thing – running hard and finishing 
the race. You don’t look back, you don’t turn around, and 
most important of all, you don’t quit.  

The Bible compares the Christian life to a race. Now 
there are different types of races, and the Christian life is 
best compared to a marathon.  

To run a marathon takes diligent training (or a loose screw in 
your head!) 

I have two daughters in law who train for and run 
marathons, including Boston. The passion they have for this 
is unbelievable. They have all the gear and the gadgets. 
Anything to give them an edge. 

You’re a long-distance runner, and that requires a strong 
forward focus to keep going. It’s a daily challenge which 
requires focus, effort, and perseverance if you’re to finish the 
race. 

Paul shares that forward focus with us in today’s passage. 
His focus is on what lies ahead rather than what’s 
behind, in fact he strains towards what is ahead.  

He presses on toward the goal in order to win the prize for 
which God has called him heavenward in Christ Jesus. 
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Paul writes: “I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved 
these things or that I have already reached perfection. But I 
press on to possess that perfection for which Christ Jesus 
first possessed me.” 3:12  

If you’re going to press on towards the goal that God has for 
you, we’re exhorted to make God’s goals our own. 

This begins with being honest about where you are 
in your Christian walk.  

Paul doesn’t claim that he’s perfect, that he’s made it as a 
Christian, that he’s already arrived. No, he realizes he’s still 
on the journey, and he still has a long way to go. 

When we look around at all the smiling people in church on 
Sunday we may think, man, they’ve got this thing down pat. I 
could never share my struggle with them because they would 
never understand.  

Oh yes, we will, because we all have our struggles from time 
to time. 

Anyone out there arrived yet? Any perfect people 
with us this morning? I didn’t think so.  

I know I haven’t arrived, but I’m working on getting there.  

And that’s Paul’s point. Be honest about where you are in 
your Christian walk. 

He writes: “But I press on to possess that perfection 
for which Christ Jesus first possessed me.”  
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God grabbed hold of Paul, because he had a purpose for his 
life.  

God has a purpose for you too, but in order to fulfill that 
purpose, walk close with God, and he’ll lead you where you’re 
supposed to go. 

So in pressing on towards the goal God has for you, be 
honest about where you are in your Christian walk, and align 
your goals with God’s goal for your life. 

The second step is this. Keep a forward focus at all 
times. You can’t run very well looking backward. You can’t 
drive forward looking in the rearview mirror.  

So how do you do that?   First of all, get rid of all the 
distractions. Don’t be a distracted driver! 

Look at verse 13 where Paul writes: “dear brothers and 
sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing:”  

I’m sure Paul had many things going on in his life, and yet he 
was able to focus all of his energies in one direction and say, 
“One thing! One thing I focus on!”  

He got rid of the distractions and kept his focus on Christ. 

How many things do you do? How many hats do you 
wear in a typical day? If you’re like most of us, you 
probably do a lot of different things and get pulled in a lot of 
different directions.  
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It’s hard to keep your focus when there are so many things to 
do. But you can’t run a good race when you’re distracted 
from the goal. 

Now much of what we do is good and necessary, but there 
are things in our lives that we know are just distractions.  

We need to get rid of the distractions.  

In the midst of our busy schedules, we need to be able to say 
with Paul, “One thing I do!” 

Greatness in any arena comes to those who can say with the 
Apostle Paul, “One thing I do.” In his case, it meant 
looking to the heavenly goal of winning the prize.  

That phrase covers all that God has for us when we finally 
stand before Jesus Christ and hear him say, “Well done, good 
and faithful servant. Enter into the joy of the Lord." 

Most of us would rather say, “Many things I do” and 
it would be true because we’re fragmented people. But Paul 
could truthfully say, “One thing I do. 

Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is 
ahead…” When you’re in a race, the last thing you want to do 
is look back.  

Anyone who has run track knows you aren’t supposed to look 
around at other runners . . . you’re instead to focus on 
pressing toward the finish line. 

Not like a young guy I know, who was running way ahead of 
the pack, and then committed the biggest runner’s mistake. 
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He looked over his shoulder to see where the rest of the field 
was and went down in a heap while the rest of the field 
surged past him. 

I remember that well as I lay on the ground in tears. 

Do you ever look back in such a way that keeps you from 
moving forward in your Christian life? You remember all 
the skeletons in your closet!  

But Paul says, “Forget those things that are behind.”  

What are we to forget? 

Our worries. 

Our fears. 

Our failures. 

Our victories. 

Our defeats. 

The praise of our friends. 

We need “holy amnesia." 

Let’s lay aside the accomplishments of the past year, our 
claim to fame, our name in the lights, the good things we 
think we’ve done, the stuff we do to make the world glad that 
we get out of bed in the morning, all the things we brag 
about, all the medals and honors and all the awards. 
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As football coaches like to say, “Last year means 
nothing." How right they are. If we lost, it means nothing. If 
we won the Stanley Cup, it means nothing. Whatever 
happened in 2019, you’ve got to let it go. We need “holy 
amnesia” about our victories and our defeats.  

As long as we’re looking back, we can’t move forward. 

Some people look back at their past successes, all their 
achievements and accomplishments, and bask in them. 
Instead of serving God in the present, they take comfort in 
how they have served him in the past.  

Churches can be real good at this too. We can sit around 
talking about the good old days instead of focusing on what 
God has for us now. If God has used you in the past, that’s 
great.  

But realize that God still has work for you to do now.  

Don’t ever settle for being a has-been. There are no has-
been’s in the Christian life – only people whom God 
wants to use now in the present. 

Other people have the opposite problem. Instead of 
looking at their past successes, they focus on their failures. 
Woe is me they cry! They’ve failed God in some way in the 
past, so they feel that God cannot use them in the present. If 
that’s you, let me encourage you this morning.  

If you’re in Christ know that God has forgiven you. You may 
not have forgiven yourself, but God has forgiven you. And 
secondly, know that God still has work for you to do.  
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He’s the God of second chances, the God of third, 
fourth and fifth chances, and he’ll never give up on you. 
In fact he often uses your past failures to help you minister in 
the present. 

If you keep looking backwards, you will never go forwards. 
As Christians we need to forget what is behind, and then 
strain towards what is ahead.   

There’s effort involved in the Christian life.  

You’re saved by grace, but that doesn’t mean there’s no work 
for you to do. Faith is not a decision you made in the past 
that has no effect on your life today. Faith is something that 
you need to work out every day. 

If you’re going to keep a forward focus in life, get rid of all 
distractions, forget what is behind, and strain toward what is 
ahead. Verse 14: 

“I press on to reach the end of the race and receive 
the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ 
Jesus, is calling us.”  

This verse is all about perseverance and purposeful living. 
What good is it if you run a great race and then drop out 
before the finish line? You need to persevere. And how do 
you do that? You need to have purpose. You need to keep 
your eyes on the goal.  

God has called you heavenward in Christ Jesus. Don’t live 
your life for earthly things. As a Christian you have a 
higher calling. Don’t give in to complacency or contentment.. 
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Keep your eyes on the goal; focus on the finish line; 
remember what the race is all about. Keep your eyes 
on the prize.  

What happens in a race as you get closer to the finish line? 
You don’t slow down, you speed up, because the end is in 
sight, and you’re running a race, and the prize is before you. 

Get rid of all distractions. Forget what is behind, and 
strain towards what is ahead. Press on toward the goal to win 
the prize. That’s how you keep a forward focus in life. 

Don’t lose ground in your walk with Christ (15-16) 

“Let all who are spiritually mature agree on these 
things. If you disagree on some point, I believe God 
will make it plain to you. 16 But we must hold on to 
the progress we have already made.” 

There are two things in particular I want you to see from 
these verses. First of all, all mature believers will share this 
same attitude that Paul has been promoting.  

Mature believers know that they aren’t perfect, but they also 
know they’re making progress in Christian growth. As John 
Newton once confessed, “I’m not what I should be. I’m not 
what I want to be. I’m not what I will be, but praise God 
I’m not what I used to be!”  

Paul says all mature believers will share this same attitude.  

And then he says, “And if on some point you think 
differently, that too God will make plain to you.” (3:15) Paul 
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isn’t being proud here. He just knows he’s right. And he 
trusts God will make these things clear to you in time as well. 

And then finally he closes with an exhortation to maintain 
your progress in the faith. Verse 16: “But we must hold on 
to the progress we have already made.” The only thing 
sadder than not moving forward in your Christian life is 
going backward.  

We’re all at different levels in our Christian growth, but each 
of us should be at our farthest point along in our walk with 
the Lord so far. Otherwise we are moving backward.  

Make sure you live up to what you have already attained. 
Don’t lose ground in your walk with Christ. 

The Christian life is a race, and there are only three reasons 
you’re not in the race today:  

1) You never started,  

2) You stopped running,  

3) Or you finished.  

If you’re still here then you haven’t finished, so we can rule 
that one out. So if you’re not in the race that means either 
you never started or you stopped running. 

If you’ve never started, then let me invite you to trust Jesus 
as your Saviour and begin the race today. 

Or maybe you did start the race a long time ago, but 
somewhere along the way you stopped running. Perhaps you 
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stumbled and fell, or maybe you just got tired and decided to 
take a break.  

If you’re sitting on the sidelines, it’s time to get back 
in the race. There’s a Saviour to serve and a prize to be 
won. Run in such a way as to finish the race and win the 
prize. 

We of all people ought to be optimistic as we face a new year. 
We have a great future because we have a great God.  

So chin up, child of God. Stop staring in the soup. Pull those 
shoulders back. Put a smile on your face. Pack up your 
troubles, and give them all to the Lord.  

It’s now our turn to run the race of faith. Each generation 
must choose whether or not they will run the race and 
whether they will run it well.  

If we choose to run we need to do be focused. There will be 
hills and valleys, there will be good times and bad times.  

There will be people cheering and people criticizing and 
attacking. All these things are part of the race. The thing we 
need to remember is what is at the finish line. 

As you travel for a family vacation what keeps you going is 
remembering the destination: (the mountains, Disneyworld, 
a cruise ship etc.) What we need to remember is that we’re 
headed toward a forever with our Lord.  

At the finish line of this race Jesus will be waiting for us. His 
arms will be open and as He wraps them around us we will 
hear Him say, “Welcome Home” Press on! 


