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FBC Service Sunday August 21 2022 Philippians 3:12-21 Forget the Past  

Have you ever noticed as you read Paul’s letters that he must have been a sports fan, for over and over 
again - he uses illustrations from sports to make his point? He speaks of wrestling, boxing, 
running, winning the race, winning the prize, and winning crowns.  

He talks about the discipline necessary to win and the danger of being disqualified. I don’t know if he 
himself played any sports, but it’s clear that he was fully acquainted with the athletic world of his day.  

When he wanted to sum up his life in 2 Timothy 4:7, he said, “I have fought the good fight, I 
have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” He’s painting a picture of boxing, as well as 
running. 

In many ways the Christian life is like that. It’s not enough to start with a bang. But how 
good it is when you end well. Too many people enter the Christian life with great enthusiasm only 
to disappear into mediocrity along the way. 

12 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. 13 No, 
dear brothers and sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past 
and looking forward to what lies ahead, 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. (3:12-14) 

If this text does nothing else, it should put an end to all dreams of sinless perfection in this life. Paul 
begins with an honest admission - "I’m not there yet.” Unlike so many contemporary leaders, 
he has no problem admitting his own personal shortcomings. He’s isn’t perfect yet and he 
knows it - and this becomes the place where his spiritual growth begins. 

Twice he says, “I press on,” meaning “I’m not where I want to be yet, but I’m going to 
keep moving in that direction.” In a Christian’s spiritual life, direction makes all the 
difference. True believers aren’t in heaven yet, but they aim their steps in that direction.  

In Paul’s case that involved both a forgetting and a resolute pushing forward. Note the 
concentration implicit in his words: “I focus on this one thing.” Here is a secret that applies 
across the board to excel in any area of life. “Focusing on one thing,” not “focusing on 20 
thing.”  

Greatness in any arena comes to those who can say with the Apostle Paul, “I focus on 
this one thing.” Check your direction and make sure you are moving in God’s direction 

What was the “one thing” he was focusing on? “Forgetting the past and looking forward.”   

Obviously Paul isn’t telling the Philippians to literally not remember anything. We 
should remember the times we’ve seen God’s faithfulness demonstrated, and we need to remember 
the mistakes we've made so that we can avoid them in the future.  

Paul is not telling us that we don't have to fulfill the responsibilities of the past.  
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If we have wronged someone we should try to make it right. If we have a problem with someone we 
should seek to be reconciled.  

What it does mean 

When Paul talks about forgetting, he’s telling us that we can’t live in the past. What 
happened in the past is past and we have to keep going forward.   

Don’t fixate on the past.  Don’t hold on to some bad experience so that it becomes an anchor that 
weighs you down and eats your insides out. Remembering a time when we stumbled, helps us to do all 
we can to not repeat those mistakes.  

How we deal with the painful times of the past will determine how we live in the 
present. We have to learn from the pain and then move on. What God has forgiven should 
never be taken up as a burden again. (broaden) 

We have a tendency to rest on the past - to replay past victories and be content to remember instead 
of continuing to push ahead.   

Someone has used the analogy of a car’s rear view mirror. You don’t drive by looking in the mirror all 
the time. You drive by looking ahead out of the windshield.  

It’s helpful though to take occasional glances in your mirror and use the information to make 
decisions about how to drive safely in the present and future. Don’t spend too much time looking in 
your rear view mirror, pay attention to the present. 

Paul determined that he wouldn’t rest on past accomplishments but always look 
forward to what yet needed to be done -  not always talking about the great times of faith in the 
past. Forget the past and focus on the present. 

15 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. 

17 Dear brothers and sisters, pattern your lives after mine, and learn from those who follow our 
example. Note how Paul puts it in verse 17: “pattern your lives after mine.” That seems like an 
astonishing thing to say.  

“If you want to learn how to pray, pattern your life after mine.” “If you want to become 
a faithful evangelist, pattern your life after mine.” “If you want to study the Bible, 
pattern your life after mine.” “If you want to see compassion in action, pattern your life 
after mine.” “If you want to know God better, pattern your life after mine.”  

Who among us would dare to utter such statements? Yet six different times here Paul says, 
“Pattern your life after mine.” 

Was he an egotistical braggart? Did he think he was a perfect Christian? Not at all! In 
verse 12 he clearly says that he has not yet arrived at spiritual perfection, how could he say then, 
“Pattern your life after mine?”  
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What he meant was, “pattern your life after mine as I follow Christ.”  

Think of the Christian life as a long parade from earth to heaven.  

At the head of the line is Jesus Christ. Step by step he is leading his followers to glory.  

It’s a long road with many twists and turns, but he’s fully committed to seeing that we make it to the 
end. Since the parade is long and filled with millions of people, we need folks in front of 
us who can keep us on track.  

We need mentors, models, heroes if you will, people who are farther along in their spiritual journey 
who can keep us pointed toward the Lord. With their input, we’re less likely to veer off the 
trail and end up in the wilderness. 

Let me ask two questions: 1) who are you following or patterning your life after?  

Who is up ahead of you showing the way, pointing out the rough places in the road, and 
making sure you don’t make a wrong turn? We all need people like that in our lives. None of 
us ever reaches a point where we can say, “I can do this on my own.”  

Even though I’ve been a Christian for a long time, I find that now as much as ever I need the 
encouragement of people who pray better than I do, who witness more than I do, and who have a 
deeper knowledge of God’s Word.  

I need their example, their encouragement, and the challenge they provide to my life. 

This touches a very practical point. Would you like to pray better? Then hang around 
people who pray. Would you like to grow in joy? Spend time with joyful people. Do you wish you 
had a heart for the world? Spend time with missionaries and watch your heart change little by little.  

Are you struggling with temptation? Find someone who has fought and won the same battle. Would 
you like to develop the gift of teaching? Great! Sit at the feet of gifted teachers and learn from 
them. Follow faithful leaders and soon enough, their godly example will make you a 
better Christian. 

2) Who is patterning their life after you? Think again about the image of a great parade. 
Jesus stands at the front followed by a vast throng. You strain to catch a better glimpse of the 
Lord but it’s hard to see him through the crush of people. So you simply begin to follow the crowd in 
front of you.  

As long as they’re following Jesus, you’re following him through their good example. 
Now look behind you. Do you see all the faces peering in your direction? What are they 
doing? Could they be patterning their life after you - and you didn’t realize it.  

As long as you follow those who follow Christ, you will be following him too - and so will those who 
follow you. 

Right now …someone is patterning their life after you. 
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Right now … someone looks to you to show them the way. 

Right now … someone prays because they heard you pray. 

Right now … someone is watching you fight your personal battles. 

Right now … someone admires your strength. 

Right now … someone is smiling when they think of you. 

Right now … someone thanks God for your friendship. 

Right now … someone cares that you make the right choices. 

Right now … someone is patterning their life after you. 

Don’t let that someone down. 

18 For I have told you often before, and I say it again with tears in my eyes, that there are many 
whose conduct shows they are really enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 They are headed for 
destruction. Their god is their appetite, they brag about shameful things, and they think only about 
this life here on earth. 

Whose conduct shows they are really enemies of the cross of Christ. Wow! What astonishing verses! 
We’re to watch out for our enemies. Who are these “enemies of the cross Paul is talking 
about?”   

What’s concerning to me is he’s talking about professing Christians and here’s the sobering part: 
they’re not “out there,” they’re “in here” with the family of God. Is it any wonder Paul had 
tears in his eyes! 

I wish Paul had said there are just a few who walk this way, but he says there are many. How 
devastating could this be to any fellowship that there are those who profess Christ in their midst but 
are spiritual counterfeits. 

How do you spot them? 

a. They claim to be Christians but; 

b. Their conduct betrays them 

c. They live for self-gratification, and the sins of the flesh 

d. They brag about shameful things  

e. They drag others down with them 

Let me say it this way. Not every relationship is good for you. There are relationships in life 
that pull you away from Jesus Christ. I’ve seen it happen with my own eyes. It may be a romantic 
relationship, or a friendship on the job, or with a neighbour, or perhaps a passing, casual 
acquaintance, or someone you met at a social gathering or on a trip.  
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God’s point is clear: if a relationship is pulling you away from Jesus, break it off. 
Period! No ifs, ands or buts. Break it off. Do it now! 

So know your enemies. Mark them. Avoid them.  

Remember Who You Are 20-21 

But we are citizens of heaven, where the Lord Jesus Christ lives. And we are eagerly waiting for him 
to return as our Saviour. He will take our weak mortal bodies and change them into glorious bodies 
like his own, using the same power with which he will bring everything under his control. 

Verse 20 begins with a huge contrast. The enemies of the cross live for earthly things … BUT 
Christians citizenship is in heaven. Those words would have had special meaning to the 
Philippians since they were granted Roman citizenship even though they were 800 miles from Rome.  

They lived in Philippi but their citizenship was in Rome. In a similar way, we live on 
earth but our hearts are in heaven.” 

If you do any travelling, you know that a passport is required for entry into most countries. That way, 
you can identify you’re a citizen of another country. Paul is saying that Christians have been issued a 
spiritual passport from the Commonwealth of Heaven.  

He lists two evidences of that heavenly citizenship: First, we’re eager for Jesus to return to the 
earth. The phrase “eagerly awaiting” has the idea of a child standing on tiptoe waiting for his dad 
to come home from work at the end of the day.  

Second, we’re expecting a glorious transformation of our earthly bodies. 

What do we know about our physical bodies? We know they are made from the earth - 
that is, from the dust. Second, we know they are constantly wearing out.  

Third, we know that our bodies will eventually return to the earth from whence they came. “Ashes 
to ashes, and dust to dust.”  

Philippians 3 ends with a ringing declaration that one day the earthly bodies of 
Christians will be raised from the dead and “re-engineered” to be like his glorious body. 
I like the sound of that. 

And he will do it by the same power that enables him to run the entire universe.  

Think of it. No more glasses, no more crutches, no more walkers, no more ICUs, no more 
AIDS, no more cancer, no more strokes, no more false teeth, no more diabetes, no 
more Alzheimer’s, no more kidney failure, no more disease and no more death.    

E.G. At the foot of one of the Swiss Alps is a marker honouring a man who fell to his death while 
attempting to climb to the top. The marker gives his name and then this brief epitaph “He died 
climbing.”  

This should be the epitaph of every Christian.  
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We should be able to say with confidence as we slip from this world into the next that “we died 
climbing” as we pressed onward toward the prize of grabbing hold of Christ Jesus and living like Him. 

From our text in Philippians 3; 

Make Sure You’re Moving Forward In God’s Direction 

Don’t Live in the Past but learn from it 

Follow Faithful Leaders 

Know Your Enemies 

Remember Your True Identity  

The Christian life isn’t a 100 yard dash; it’s a lifelong marathon. We need the mentality of a long-
distance runner if we’re going to make it.  

You may have been a Christian for 40 or 50 years, but you can’t start thinking, “I don’t need to grow 
any more” and stop running.  


