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Rejoice as you press on toward the goal 

Several years ago, a woman in my former congregation asked me if I could go with her to her swearing in ceremony.  For 

over a decade, she did the paperwork, took the tests, jumped through whatever hoops our nation had, all so that she 

could become a citizen of this country.  I saw her tears after the ceremony.  After I saw that, and heard about all she had 

to do to become a citizen of our country I felt like I had taken for granted my own US citizenship.  It was something that 

she had kept her sights on for years.  It took time and patience and work and focus but finally she got it.  

In our lesson for today the apostle Paul talks about how our citizenship is in heaven.  That was a phrase that would have 

struck the people in Paul’s day.  Because for them, being a citizen of Rome was a big deal.  It was something you were 

proud of. It was something you showed off by the way you dressed.  It was something that was desired for all those who 

weren’t citizens of Rome.  But Paul says, it’s not Roman citizenship or citizenship in the US that should make us proud, 

but citizenship that is ours in heaven.  That is the prize that has been won for us through Christ.  

But the uniqueness of this prize is that even though it’s been won for us, we haven’t completely taken hold of it yet.  The 

picture that we see here is kind of like owning a deed to a property and a mansion in a distant land.  And we are just 

waiting to go home, to cash in on what is ours.  And so he presents the Christian life like a race to the prize.   “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.” (Philippians 3:13–14)   

And he talks about two things that get in the way of that prize.  The first one is mentioned in that verse.  “Forgetting what 

is behind and straining toward what is ahead.” That is mentioned because he understands what we as Christians do all 

too often. We remember what is behind. And instead of pressing on toward the goal of heaven, we dwell in the past.  

There are some of you here today who cannot let go of the past.  You feel this tremendous amount of guilt for something 

that you did in the past.  And no matter how often someone tells you that Christ died for your sins and your sins are 

forgiven, you struggle to believe it.  Let me be very blunt about how this works.  Jesus’ job was to remove your sins and 

your guilt.  He was already punished for your sins.  Satan’s job is to convince you that your sins are too great.  That Jesus 

wouldn’t die for those sins because they were too horrible.  So you either have to believe Jesus or Satan.  Even though 

we know which one we are supposed to believe, we are like the person in a race who keeps looking back.  We allow guilt 

to torment us, rather than forgetting the past.   

I’m not much of a runner but I understand the illustration of what Paul is trying to say.  When you run you look forward, not 

backward.  You can’t move ahead if you keep looking back.  And the way that some of you struggle in your Christian race 

toward the goal of your home in heaven is by allowing yourself to needlessly suffer guilt.  And guilt can eat a person away 

until they believe the lie that they aren’t a citizen of heaven.  

Here’s the other thing that can get in the way of the prize that Paul mentions.  This is in vs. 18 -19. “For, as I have often 

told you before and now tell you again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is 

destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is set on earthly things.”  This is 

something that Paul says brings him to tears, because he knows that we can lose our faith.  We can drop out of the 

Christian race towards heaven.  And it doesn’t just happen through guilt.  It can also happen through what he calls, 

“enemies of the cross of Christ.”  These are people whose focus is not up there, but it’s down here.  And the danger is not 

only that they are not focused on the prize, that they are not focused on heaven, but they tend to distract others from the 

prize too.  

I remember a story from highschool of a classmate of mine who was an amazing cross country runner.  There was one 

race that he told me about where some highschool spectators were standing in front of an arrow that told the runners 

where to go.  He was running in first place so he couldn’t follow anyone else.  The people standing in front of the sign 

pointed the other direction.  They told him to go the wrong way.  Some of you have people in your life who are great 

Christian role models to follow.  But I’m guessing that most of you have someone in your life who has been a distraction 

from the Christian race that you are running.  Who have negatively hurt you and your spiritual life?  It might even be 

someone as close as a spouse, or a parent. Someone who doesn’t go to church with you, and maybe even tries to keep 

you from church or God’s Word, someone who is bothered by your faith, someone who is bothered by your regular 

contributions to a church, someone who is not helping your spiritual life, but it seems they are trying to hurt it without even 

knowing it. Take a moment to think of who that might be in your life.  That is an enemy of the cross.   So which one is it? 

Guilt, because you can’t let go of your past sins. Or the influence of others that are distracting you from your race. It might 

even be both.   



The solution to these problems that we face may seem daunting but Paul presents it in a very simple way, just look 

forward.  When that highschool runner realized that he had been directed the wrong way, he turned around, got back on 

track and ended up getting 2nd place. That’s not bad. But in our race of life, we are not in competition with one another, 

our goal is all the same: to finish.  To get the prize that Christ won for us.   Paul says how he does that. Instead of guilt, 

“Forget what is behind and strain toward what is ahead.” Jesus long ago forgot about our sins of the past.  He’s moved 

on.  That’s the reason we do too.    

We are always reminded of Jesus’ words on the cross, “It is finished.”  All your sins, and all your guilt are removed. Look 

at the way it’s worded here in Philippians.  “I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.”  Jesus 

already took hold of you.  He already forgave you.  And so the striving of the Christian life is to become what we already 

are, we are already perfect, and a saint by virtue of the forgiveness of our sins.  And we press on to become in our daily 

life, what we already are by faith.    

And this is the great paradox.  Even though the enemies of the cross distract us at times from the goal, even though our 

own guilt causes us to doubt our salvation, we have already won the victory.  The enemies of the cross have already lost.  

The guilt is already paid for.  Our striving to the finish line is pleasing to God, not because it is perfect, not because it is 

easy, but because it is forgiven. There are videos of men and women who are close to finishing marathons but they are 

dehydrated and their muscles tighten up on them, they stumble, they fall.  It’s rarely a pretty finish.  But the goal is just to 

finish. For us too, our race of life may not always look perfect and it isn’t always easy, and it is filled with distractions, and 

temptations and failures, but God views it as perfect because of Christ.  The evidence that the victory is yours is that you 

do continue to struggle forward towards the prize. You fight to get back in the race, no matter how far off course you think 

you went, because you know that you already have the victory in him.   

Most of you here today are struggling with something.  If you aren’t, be patient because the struggle will probably be here 

soon.  Too often when we are struggling with something, when we fail in this or that way we think that it somehow makes 

us less of a Christian. That’s not at all the case. Rather, the fact that you are struggling forward is proof that the prize is 

yours.    

So, in our struggle, he encourages us by dangling in front of us the prize that is waiting for us. He says this in vs. 20-21, 

“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.”  What a prize that will be!  Our 

sinful nature will be pealed away from our bodies, and these lowly bodies full of pain, temptation, weakness, guilt, 

depression, the coronavirus, will be gone, and we’ll be like Jesus, and his glorious body, without sin, without problems, 

with only joy.  I am SO looking forward to that day.   

In the meantime, we press on to our goal.  Paul tells us what that looks like.  In contrast to looking back in our race by 

surrounding ourselves with enemies of the cross, or by living with guilt and regret, he says to have solid Christian role 

models in your life.  This is in vs. 17. He says, “Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters, and just as 

you have us as a model, keep your eyes on those who live as we do.” This isn’t arrogance on St. Paul’s part to say that 

you should live your life modeled after him, but this is his way of trying to keep people looking forward as they make their 

way toward the prize.  Paul says, surround yourselves with good Christian examples who are an encouragement to your 

faith.  Find a good Christian wife or husband.  Don’t settle for anything less.  Looks, interests, personality is all secondary 

to finding a good Christian spouse who you can pray with, who you can go to church with, who is your biggest fan in the 

Christian race.  Who encourages you to get up, when you’ve spiritually fallen.  Think about the friends and co-workers that 

you hang around with. Oftentimes we think we are influencing them positively, but it may turn out that they are influencing 

us negatively. 

The other side of that is to realize that we don’t only have to find someone to be our Christian rolemodel and friend, but 

we oftentimes are the Christian rolemodel to others.  Never balk at that responsibility. Your children watch who you are, 

even when you are 90+ years old, they watch you.  Co-workers, friends, family members, nieces and nephews, they 

watch the way you live, they listen to the way you talk, be a positive Christian role model to them. Encourage them on the 

race of life.  Nudge them back on track when they’ve strayed.  Remind them that it’s not about how pretty the race was.  

It’s all about the finish.  And our Savior has something amazing there waiting for us. Amen.  


