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. 

FORWARD  

 

Philippians 3:7-14 
 

Last Sunday I shared with you some personal reflections from the recent General Assembly of 

the EPC which took place in Memphis last month.  Today I want to focus on the theme of that 

EPC family gathering, which was “Forward” – as in the direction we desire to go in the grace 

and power of the Holy Spirit as we seek to serve God’s purposes in our generation. The 

biblical text from which this theme was taken is Philippians 3:13-14, where Paul says:  

“Brothers [and sisters], I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of (that for which 

Christ Jesus took hold of me).  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.” 

 

There is, in these verses and the verses preceding them, (1) a goal, (2) a prize, and (3) a 

direction – all of which I want to consider with you today.  If we – if you – are serious about 

living for Jesus in this world, as I hope you are, then these are matters of the utmost 

importance, whether you are a teenager (or even younger), a young adult, a “more mature” 

man or woman with most of your earthly life behind you, or somewhere in between. 

 

1.  THE GOAL 

 

Let’s talk first about the goal.  Paul says:  “One thing I do:  Forgetting what is behind and 

straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal …” 

 

This is the only place in the New Testament where Paul uses this particular word (skopos) for 

“goal.”  It is like the finish line at the end of a race.  What is the goal?  The goal is Jesus.  

More specifically, the goal is to know Jesus.  Look at verses 8 and 9, where the apostle says:  

“I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus 

my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.  I consider them rubbish” – garbage, trash, dog 

dung – “that I may gain Christ and be found in Him.” 

 

Paul wants to know Jesus intellectually.  He wants to know the facts about Jesus.  He wants to 

know the truth about Jesus.  He wants to know who Jesus is and what He did.  It is essential 

for us, too, to know the truth about Jesus.  It is essential for us to have an accurate knowledge 

and understanding of the person and work of Jesus.  Where does this knowledge come from? 

It comes from reading the Scriptures.  It comes from reading and meditating on God’s Word.  

Personally.  It comes from hearing God’s Word preached on a weekly basis.  It comes from 

studying God’s Word with other believers – with one another – in small groups or Sunday 

morning classes.  It comes from devotional reading that points you to Jesus in the fullness of 

who He is.  To know Jesus accurately and fully you must know Him intellectually. 

 

But it is not enough to know Jesus with your mind.  You must also know Him experientially.  

This was the passion of Paul’s heart.  He was not satisfied to know about Jesus.  He wanted to 
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know Him personally.  He wanted to know Him existentially.  He wanted to know Jesus 

experientially.  He wanted to experience the living presence, the saving power and 

transforming grace of Jesus in his life.  He wanted to know Jesus not just in his head but also 

in his heart. 

 

Which is how Jesus wants you and me to know Him, too.  Some people miss salvation by 

about 18 inches – the distance from your head to your heart.  You may know Jesus in your 

head – intellectually.  You may know all about Him – about His birth, His life, His teaching, 

His ministry, His suffering and death and resurrection.  But if you don’t know Him in your 

heart – experientially – as the Savior and Lord in whom you trust, you will miss out on the 

blessings of eternal life with God and the blessings of salvation and true peace with God here 

and now.  Why not open your heart to receive Him experientially as your Savior and Lord?  

He is knocking at the door of your heart.  All you need to do is open the door and invite Him 

in, and He will come in to make your heart His home (Revelation 3:20). 

 

The goal, says Paul, is to know Jesus in the fullness of who He is.  “Who He is,” the Bible 

tells us, is the Son of God and Savior of sinners, the Word of God who took on flesh and 

blood and made His dwelling among us (John 1:14), the Lamb of God who takes away the sin 

of the world (John 1:29), the promised Messiah who alone has the words and the power of 

eternal life (John 6:68). 

 

The goal is to know Him personally.  Experientially.  Savingly.  The goal, as it says in verse 

10, is to know Him in the power of His resurrection – not only in the future but right now as 

He gives us power to live as new creatures (2 Corinthians 5:17) in Christ, as men and women 

made new, made fully alive through faith in Him.  The goal is to know Him as well in the 

fellowship (koinonia) of His sufferings, understanding more and more of what Jesus endures 

– willingly – for us, and identifying with Him by our willingness to suffer loss for the sake of 

His name. 

 

This is the goal toward which Paul says: “I press on” (Philippians 3:12, 14).  The goal is 

knowing and loving and trusting and serving and following Jesus.  The goal is to glorify 

Jesus.  There is no greater thing.  There is no higher goal.  It is the thing that matters most in 

this life. 

 

Is knowing Jesus in the fullness of who He is – knowing Him personally and experientially, 

knowing Him as your Savior and Sovereign Lord – is this your highest goal in life?  If not, 

you are barking up the wrong tree.  You are looking for purpose and fulfillment in the wrong 

place.  It may not seem like it now, but before long, you will realize that Jesus really is the 

goal worth pursuing.  If you don’t believe me now, I hope you find out before it’s too late. 

 

2.  THE PRIZE 

 

Second, let’s talk about the prize (3:14).  The word for “prize” (barbeion) is used in only one 

other place in the New Testament – in 1 Corinthians 9:24, where Paul, using the analogy or 

imagery of running a race, says this:  “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but 

only one gets the prize?  Run in such a way as to get the prize.”  Then he continues:  
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“Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training.  They do it to get a crown” 

(or, in our day, a medal) “that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever” 

(9:25). 

 

One summer when I was in high school I went to a basketball camp in the Allegheny National 

Forest in Pennsylvania.  We were running sprints one day and, in an attempt to make things 

more interesting, the coach in charge of the drills (not my coach) would try to pick the winner 

of each heat.  When my turn came to run against seven or eight other boys, this coach – who 

didn’t know me personally and, as far as I know, had never watched me run or play basketball 

– picked me to win.  I felt pressure immediately.  Pressure I didn’t need.  Do you want to 

guess how the race turned out?  I came in last.  Which prompted the prognosticating coach to 

say:  “I guess I picked a dead horse.” 

 

If there was a prize for winning the race that day, it didn’t go to me. There is a prize in the 

form of a gold medal for winning your race or competition at the Olympics.  There is a prize 

for winning the World Cup or the Stanley Cup.  But these prizes will not last forever.  And, at 

least in the case of the Stanley Cup, you don’t get to keep it forever. 

 

The prize for which Paul presses on is an eternal one.  It is a prize that will last forever.  It is 

the prize of being received into the presence of God our Heavenly Father for all eternity.  It is 

the prize and privilege of being welcomed home to heaven as a beloved child of God.  It is the 

prize of hearing God say:  “Well done, good and faithful servant.  Enter into the joy of Your 

Master” (Matthew 25:21, 23). 

 

This is “the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (3:14).  It is a prize that no one 

will ever take away.  A prize that will last forever. 

 

What we learn from Paul is that we must be willing to make every effort and every sacrifice 

necessary to win this eternal prize.  Which is to say, we must make every effort and every 

sacrifice necessary to know Jesus fully.  To love and trust Jesus wholly.  With all our heart 

and soul and mind and strength.  To serve Jesus joyfully.  To follow Jesus faithfully. 

 

Does Paul mean that winning the prize depends on our efforts to make ourselves acceptable to 

God or worthy of His commendation?  No.  Not at all.  In verses 4-6, Paul minces no words in 

laying out his credentials – personal, ethnic, and religious – as reasons to think highly of 

himself and, he thought, to make himself commendable to God.  If anyone had the right stuff 

to make himself or herself acceptable to God, Paul was sure he was the one.  From a Jewish 

perspective, he had an impeccable resume.  But when he met the Lord Jesus out on the road to 

Damascus, when he came to know Jesus as his Savior and Lord, he had a 180-degree change 

in attitude.  All of his advantages, he realized, were actually disadvantages.  Not that they 

were bad in themselves.  They were bad in that they kept him from seeing his need for Jesus.  

They kept him from seeing his need for a Savior. They kept him from seeing that he could 

never be acceptable to God on the basis of his own righteousness or goodness. 

 

Paul had to let go of them all – all the things in which he took personal pride, all the things 

that caused other people to look up to him – so that he could receive from God a prize that 
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will never perish, spoil, or fade.  At one time Paul counted all these things – his ancestry and 

identity, his education, his devotion to the law as a Pharisee, and the passion to promote and 

protect the Jewish religion that led him to persecute the followers of Jesus mercilessly – as 

“profits” that accrued to his account with God and earned him God’s approval. But now, after 

his conversion, Paul came to realize that none of these things, nor all of them put together, 

could ever make even the tiniest contribution to his salvation. Salvation, he discovered, was 

and is all by grace that comes free of charge to people (like himself, and like you and me) 

who don’t deserve it and never will. 

 

Trusting in your religious credentials or performance or achievements does not and will not 

provide the kind of righteousness that comes from God.  It is a gift of grace.  It comes through 

faith in Jesus.  That is the only way.  He is the only way. 

 

Here is an equation that makes Paul’s point: 

 The privileges of birth + human performance = zero. 

 

Here is another equation: 

 Jesus + nothing = everything. 

 

Jesus is not only the goal.  He is the prize, too. 

 

3.  THE DIRECTION 

 

Third, let’s talk about the direction Paul is going, and the direction God wants you and me to 

go. The direction, as suggested by the theme of our EPC General Assembly, is forward.  

Forward, not backward, is the direction God is calling you to go in your relationship with 

Him.  Forward is the direction God is calling me to go. Forward is the direction the Lord is 

calling us to go in our life and witness as a church.  Forward is the direction God is calling 

His church to go in this wild, wacky, messed-up world.  Forward, not backward. 

 

“Forgetting what is behind,” Paul says, “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” (3:13-14).  

To forget what is behind doesn’t mean that we do not learn from the past.  It doesn’t mean 

that we neglect the lessons of the past.  It certainly doesn’t mean that we forget what God has 

done and said in the past.  No way.  What it does mean is that we don’t live in the past.  We 

don’t romanticize the past.  We don’t idolize the past.  We don’t long for a return to the 

“good, old days.” 

 

When you’re running a race, you don’t keep turning around to see where you have been. You 

keep your focus on what lies ahead.  You fix your eyes on the goal – on the finish line – so 

you don’t get distracted. So you don’t get off-track.  That is what Paul is talking about. 

 

You’ve got to keep going forward.  How do you go forward in your spiritual life?  How do 

you go forward in developing and deepening your relationship with God? 
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You go forward as a follower of Jesus by making “the surpassing greatness of knowing 

(Him)” (3:8) the surpassing aim of your life. 

 

You go forward in your life as a Christian by spending time with the Bible daily, allowing 

God to speak to you, to teach you, to direct you, to shape you, and to change you through His 

Word. 

 

You go forward by availing yourself of the spiritual nourishment found in God’s Word. 

 

You go forward by cultivating your relationship with God in prayer. 

 

You go forward by choosing to prioritize the means of grace – not just Scripture and prayer, 

but the worship life of the church, fellowship with other believers in large groups and small 

groups, and opportunities to learn and grow in Christ together. 

 

You go forward by building relationships of mutual love, care, support, and encouragement 

with one another in the body of Christ. 

 

You go forward, too, by investing yourself – your time, your skills, your spiritual gifts, your 

energies, and your resources – in kingdom work.  In ministries both large and small, both in 

the church and in the community, that meet needs and bless people.  The Holy Spirit has 

gifted you to serve in some way. In order to go forward in the Christian life, in order to press 

on toward the goal, you need to invest yourself in kingdom work.  You can’t – you won’t – go 

forward if you’re just a spectator.  Or just a consumer of spiritual blessings.  You have been 

blessed to be a blessing. 

 

You go forward, too, by renouncing and repenting of all known sin in your life.  You go 

forward by consciously looking to God for the grace and strength to resist or run from 

temptation in whatever form it takes.  Do not lead yourself into temptation. 

 

When you sin, when you give in to temptation, you go forward by facing your sin, by 

confessing it to God, by turning away from it, by seeking and receiving God’s forgiveness, 

and resting in the assurance of God’s grace. 

 

You cannot go forward as a follower of Jesus as long as you are rebelling against His 

sovereign and gracious rule in any area of your life.  If you are holding onto sin of any kind, 

lay it down at the foot of the cross.  Let go of it.  Give it to Jesus.  And start fresh with Him. 

 

You go forward with Jesus when you preach the gospel to yourself and others, when you 

remind yourself and others of the wonder of His amazing grace. Preach the gospel to yourself 

often.  Daily.  Let God’s grace flow over you and flow out from you to impact everyone in 

your sphere of influence. 

 

You go forward with Jesus when, with gratitude for His grace, you make it your aim, as Paul 

did, to know Him fully and to make Him fully known.  All of this requires intensive effort on 

our part.  It is true.  But the effort Paul exerts, and which he urges us to exert, is not about 
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working for his salvation or ours.  It is not about working to earn or achieve our salvation.  It 

is about working out our salvation (Philippians 2:12) in response to what Jesus has done and 

accomplished for us.  It is about living out the implications of the saving work of the Lord 

Jesus in our lives (Frank Thielman, The NIV Life Application Commentary:  Philippians, 

205). 

 

Do you want to go forward in your life as a Christian? Do you need to commit – or re-commit 

– your life to Jesus?  Are there things in your life that are more important to you than Jesus?  

Are there things you need to lay down or let go of in order to experience the surpassing 

greatness of knowing Him as Lord?  If you’re like me, your heart is constantly in need of re-

examination, to see if there is anything hindering or blocking your devotion to Him. 

 

You may or may not be a soccer fan, but millions of people – hundreds of millions, or even a 

billion or more – are crazy about the World Cup being played in Russia.  A 28-year-old math 

teacher from southern India named Clifin Francis wanted to go to the World Cup so badly that 

he decided to ride his bicycle to Russia.  Thwarted in his attempts to get a visa to travel 

through Pakistan, he had to modify his plan.  He flew from India to Dubai, then took a ferry to 

Iran, where his actual bike trip began.  He left Bandar Abbas, Iran on March 12 and finally 

arrived in Moscow 105 days later – on June 25, after cycling more than 2,900 miles.  He made 

it in time for the France v. Denmark match, the only match for which he was able to get a 

ticket. 

 

Think about the passion.  The dedication.  The determination.  The devotion. 

 

What would our lives – your life, my life, our church – be like if we had the same sort of 

devotion and passion for Jesus? 

 

Brothers and sisters, let us press on to take hold of that for which Jesus took hold of us.  Like 

Paul, I don’t consider myself to have taken hold of it yet.  Not even close.  Nor have you.  But 

let us do this one thing:  Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what lies ahead, let us 

press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called us heavenward in Christ 

Jesus.  Let us go forward in Jesus’ name. 

 

Lord, let it be so.  Amen. 


