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Philippians 3:12-16 9-8-19 

Press On 
 

We return this morning to our study of the book of Philippians, the epistle of the apostle to 

the church at Philippi. Philippians 3:12-16 

Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay 

hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. 13Brethren, I do not regard myself as 

having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to 

what lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 
15Let us therefore, as many as are perfect, have this attitude; and if in anything you have a different 

attitude, God will reveal that also to you; 16however, let us keep living by that same standard to 

which we have attained.  

 

I think it can be safely said that we live in an age and a culture of confusion. California, move over; 

the most populated state in America is the state of confusion. In the play, Fiddler on the Roof, the 

main character, Tevye, said that what kept their “fiddler on the roof” society from collapse was 

tradition. In that movie, tradition suffered a severe blow and, well, in our own culture, we have 

utterly lost our balance and “tradition” has been replaced by “confusion.” So many don’t seem to 

know what to be, how to act, which role to play, even what gender they are. I’ve heard it said that 

with all the conflicting world views that bombard us from the media, from churches, from special 

interest groups, from our parents and our peers, if you aren’t confused these days, you just aren’t 

thinking straight. There is a great need for self-understanding and direction. Rare is the man who 

knows who he is and where he is going. Our world is one of enormous undirected capabilities. That 

is true of nations and individuals as well. But here in God’s word Philippians 3:12-14, Paul 

exemplifies for us the man of God especially equipped for this or any age. The man of God knows 

who he is, knows where he is going, and he knows how to get there. There’s your outline.  

    First of all, this man knows who he is. There is no identity crisis here. What does he know 

about himself? To begin with, he knows he is a sinner – not that the major thrust of his Christian life 

is toward sin, but that, although a mature, sanctified Christian, he is still plagued and afflicted by sin 

in such a way that he can lay no claim to being totally free from its influence. He is not perfect. He 

has not attained, it says in verse 11, to that perfected state of the saints after the resurrection. He 

mentions this twice in our text. 12a Not that I have already obtained it or have already become 

perfect. Then in 13a I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet. Paul, in repeating this, 

impresses upon the minds of his readers that, like him,  they have not yet attained either. What Paul 
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certainly knew is that to reach a point of satisfaction in the spiritual life is an early sign of impending 

decay. We are to be Christians who are satisfied with Jesus, but not with ourselves. Spurgeon noted 

that self-satisfaction rings the death-knell of progress; there must be a deep-seated discontent with 

present attainments, or there will never be a striving after the things which are beyond.  

Dissatisfaction breeds striving. Paul was obviously not satisfied with where he was spiritually, and 

so he wrote that he was pressing on.  

    Now, to be dissatisfied with your spiritual condition does not mean you hate yourself, or 

think yourself a failure. I have heard it said of God that He is like a father, easy to please, but hard to 

satisfy. That communicates a lot to me because, you see, a father can be thrilled when his young son 

begins to walk on even wobbly legs, but he won’t be satisfied until he runs with strength and speed 

and endurance. Our God is like that, and I am glad He is. I know that even my small advances in 

holiness are pleasing to Him, they win His smile. But I also know that He will never, this side of 

eternity, be satisfied, or decide that I am holy enough. Do we see things as God does? That means 

you rejoice in the victories God gives you, but you are not content to stay where you are. It seems to 

me, that what Paul says about himself is opposed to three positions or types of persons who have 

reached a state of satisfaction.  

    The first satisfied person may be the perfectionist, or one who believes in perfectionism. This 

is the view that one can or has reached a state of moral, spiritual perfection. Although I would 

disagree, if one thinks it possible to reach a state of sinlessness in this life I can’t see how that would 

affect the way you live unless you actually believe you have reached it. To do so you would have to 

claim a holiness superior to Paul’s. You would have to claim that no sin of omission or of thought 

has any place in your life. And I, for one, have never met such a Joe.  

    Although, maybe not actively claiming to be perfect, I have certainly known and heard 

Christians who gave me the impression that they thought they were. Often people who claim a 

second experience of grace after conversion talk as if they have now “arrived” spiritually. These 

folks talk as if ordinary Christians may struggle, but they are now beyond all that. But there is no 

way this side of glory. I John 1:8 If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the 

truth is not in us. Now, very few, if any of you would really claim to be sinless, but there is another 

belief that is just as dangerous and is widely held among church-goers. That is a belief I call self-

sufficient semi-perfectionism. This person doesn’t claim to be perfect, but then again, he doesn’t care 

about being perfect. Such a person does claim to have achieved a great extent already, and in his 
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own mind is really as good as he needs to be. He has come to a place where he has decided that he is 

religious enough. This attitude is widespread and concerning it I say, Beware! Beware of ever 

thinking you are spiritual enough. The satisfaction point may vary from person to person. Some are 

content because, I take care of my family and attend church. Some because I am an officer in the 

church or because my family has devotions twice a week or even I share my faith at work and these 

may be fine things, but don’t think you have arrived. What pleases our Lord is a longing, a striving, 

and a fervent pursuit of holiness. And if you are content with your spiritual state as is, one thing is 

sure – you’ve said peace with sin. You’ve decided that you are tired of fighting with the flesh so 

you’ve said peace to your sin. And God is not pleased by that. One thing I have heard many times is 

a warning about religious fanaticism. Oh you don’t want to be a fanatic. Often people look down on 

others who seem to be overly devoted. Well, just how much holiness is too much? JC Ryle writes no 

doubt there are enthusiasts and fanatics to be found who bring evil report upon Christianity by their 

extravagances and follies. But if any one means to say that a mortal man can be too humble, too 

charitable, too holy, or too diligent in doing good, he must either be an infidel or a fool. In serving 

pleasure and money it is easy to go too far. But in following the things which make up true religion, 

and in serving Christ there can be no extreme.  

     At New Year’s many people make resolutions but some don’t because they see no need. 

They are happy as they are. Others make resolutions but about January 20 they decide it is not worth 

the effort and they will say “peace” to their sin. Still others will make their resolutions, keep them 

and decide they have arrived. But God wants a life of continual resolution. The puritan, Stephen 

Charnock urges us to frequently renew settled and holy resolutions. A soldier unresolved to fight 

may easily be defeated. The weakness of our graces, the strength of our temptations, and the 

diligence of our spiritual enemies require strong resolutions. Paul could easily have rested upon his 

achievements, but I bet every day he woke up and asked God to make this the most obedient day of 

his life. May I commend that prayer to you? That desire? Do you desire that today be the most 

obedient day of your life? I suggest that is to be the attitude of every lover of Christ. We want to 

please Him more thoroughly than we did yesterday. But I fear some of you hear that prayer and 

think, “Huh, I’m not sure that’s for me, that obedience stuff.” Have you decided that you are 

religious enough, holy enough, spiritual enough? Please no. Call on God to help you get moving 

toward higher ground, healthier ground. No matter how young or how old, constantly be holding up 

your life to the searchlight of God’s word and working to amend what is out of accord with Biblical 
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standards. You don’t do it in fear of God’s rejection. His acceptance of you is grounded in the work 

of Christ, but you pursue obedience in response to God’s grace and out of a heart that desires to 

please Him.  

    The third type of person that Paul opposes by his words is the indolent imperfectionist. This 

is the person who says, well, we can’t be perfect, we can’t conquer all sin, so why try? We are all 

sinners, and always will be so let’s just all admit it and quit the pretending. We have a ticket to 

heaven, so eat, drink and be merry. I encounter this a lot. Here’s a guy who taught basically the 

same thing. (Play clip of Darth Vader saying, “It is pointless to resist my son.”) Recognize that? That 

is the voice of evil Darth Vader. He represents well the power of our evil enemy. And here is what 

he says, (play 3 clips: give yourself to the dark side. You don’t know the power of the dark side. It is 

pointless to resist my son) Now, sadly  I hear this same message preached in our churches, but there 

it is usually said with a grin and with a rah-rah that even though we are puny losers Jesus forgives. 

But the message is no less deadly. It may take seriously the power of indwelling sin, but it denies the 

power of the indwelling Spirit of holiness who is greater than any dark side in me or any dark side 

out there. Furthermore, indolent imperfectionism opposes the letter and the spirit of God’s word, our 

text and many others. Beware of such a devilish trap!  

    Now, I suppose such thinking is promoted by the hypocrisy evident in the church. I suppose 

that after observing countless numbers of immoral, powerless, religious persons one is tempted to 

conclude that there is no power over sin and the best we can do is to at least admit it and move on. 

I’ve been told that you can’t be righteous so just shoot to be real. Being real, being open about the 

struggle is vital, but if your experience is that no one is actually becoming more like Christ, you 

have been in the wrong religious crowd. Paul does speak of a form of godliness that denies its 

power. But, when one is truly joined by faith to Christ, that person is a new creature, a creature who 

has been set free from the power of sin and death, and is more than conqueror. II Timothy 1:7 You 

have not been given a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  If you get around 

some real Christians for a while you will see what I mean. Paul says, No, I haven’t made it yet, but 

you better know I’m not retreating. I press on because within me lives the Spirit of Power.  My point 

through all this has been that Paul knew who he was. He was neither a perfectionist nor an indolent, 

powerless, hopeless imperfectionist. He was a hopeful striver.  

     Besides knowing his own sin, Paul knew also his own calling. He knew himself and saw 

himself as one called by God, or, as he puts it, I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. There are many 
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wonderful things that can happen to a man, but I know of none greater than for a man to be laid hold 

of by Christ Jesus. And do notice, that the man is the passive one. The man is not the grabber, he is 

the grabbee. Abraham was a man whom God laid hold of. He was just walking along one day in his 

typically pagan homeland of Ur, when out of the blue God reached down and took hold of him and 

made him the father of the faithful. There was a Jewish boy named Jeremiah who was sitting at 

home one night when he heard a voice, found that God was speaking to him and the Creator of the 

universe said to this young man, Before I formed you in the womb I knew you. And before you were 

born, I consecrated you a prophet to the nations. But Jeremiah said, What? I’m no orator. I’m just a 

kid. I’m only 18 for heaven’s sakes! But God laid hold of him and put fire in his bones. God laid 

hold of Paul one day, walking down the Damascus road when all of a sudden he was on the ground 

and a light and a voice overpowered him and when he got up he was a different man, because when 

God gets a grip on you, you change. Has God ever laid hold of you? I’ll tell you how you can know. 

If He has laid hold of you, you would now be laying hold of, going after, personal holiness of life. If 

you are not, maybe you were gripped by a feeling, maybe you were gripped by a preacher, but you 

weren’t gripped by God because when He lays hold He takes control and you will never be the 

same. What gave Paul stability was his knowledge that God had gotten him. Although he knew 

himself, he knew God had gripped him and so he was able to press on.  

     Paul not only knew who he was, he knew where he was going. He had a goal. His efforts, his 

pursuits were keenly directed. He had a purpose for his life and his purpose was in tune with Christ’s 

purpose. 12 Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so 

that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. He says there is 

something for which Christ has laid hold on me, and I am pursuing that something. Now, what is it 

that we are saved for? The Bible makes it plain why God saved us and what He wants us to do. 

Ephesians 2:10 we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them. Romans 8:29 For those whom He foreknew, He 

also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son. God’s purpose for your life Christian 

is that you be like Christ and do like Christ and if you want to be in tune with your Maker then make 

that your purpose as well.  

     Now, if you are a person who lacks direction, may you get what Paul had. He had a vision 

for his life. He knew exactly what kind of life he wanted to live; and this vision, this ideal drew him 

on to greatness. Brethren, we all need such an ideal, for without it we grow aimless, and confused 
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and maybe depressed. But where does one find such an ideal for life?  Some of us get it first from 

other persons, and that’s okay, but no fellow sinner can be your ideal. Here is why. Jerry Bridges, in 

his book, Pursuit of Holiness writes, Many Christians have what we might call “cultural holiness.” 

They adapt to the character and behavior pattern of Christians around them. As the Christian 

culture around them is more or less holy, so these Christians are more or less holy. But God has not 

called us to be like those around us. He has called us to be like Himself.  If we measure ourselves 

among ourselves, there are many believers here who might be well-satisfied. You are as generous as 

other Christians. You are as prayerful as most and as earnest in doing good as your neighbors; if you 

are worldly, yet not more worldly than most church people, and so, you judge yourself not to be far 

below the standard. But what a standard! Seek a better. Read some biographies like those of 

Whitefield or Elliot. Where do you find yourself after reading their stories? You see, when we hang 

out with dwarfs we feel ourselves giants, but in the presence of giants we become?? Yet, is any 

sinful man to be our standard? We are to be like the sinless One, like God our Father and His Son 

Jesus Christ. If you want to know the goal of the Christian you get your ideals from God’s word,  

discover the Jesus of whom we are told, Be imitators of Him. Although you may receive great 

inspiration, example and rebuke from saintly persons you must keep before you not a man-taught 

ideal, but a God-taught goal which comes from God’s word and is particularly to be found in the 

character of the Lord Jesus Himself. God has told us to Be holy as I am holy. But, I hope you can see 

the importance of such a goal for your life. Direction aids endurance. Football commentators will 

speak of a running back who, knows where that goal line is. By that they mean that this runner gives 

extra effort, strains extra hard because he has his sights fixed and heart set on getting to his goal.  

     I stated at the beginning that the man of God knows who he is and knows where he is going, 

but not only that, he knows how to get there. Verses 13 and 14 contain four helps to get you to your 

goal. Let’s look at them. First is to be single-minded. Paul says in verse 13, this one thing I do. 

Today the watchword is more likely to be these 40 things we dabble in. But Paul was a man who had 

only one passion. His time, his talents, his emotions and his love were not divided. They were all 

directed toward one great and worthy goal – to be like Jesus. To be like Christ was his all-

consuming passion. If you are a Christian, then you, no doubt, have a desire to be like the One who 

saved you. But, the test of that desire comes when it conflicts with other desires. And the truth is that 

you can’t have a bunch of worldly goals and expect to reach your spiritual goals too. Note that I 

didn’t say “sinful goals” but “worldly” goals. The things that hold you down, may not be bad things, 
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but they are things that really don’t matter. I remember a young lady came to me at the start of one 

summer and wanted a list of twelve Christian books to read over the summer. Plus, she wanted to 

lead a Bible study for our youth ministry. But I learned that she also was working a 40 hour week, 

taking piano lessons and scuba lessons and dating a young man at the same time. Do you think she 

got those books read?  She did not. She had entangled herself in too much other stuff. II Timothy 2:4  

No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please 

the one who enlisted him as a soldier. How about you? Are you entangled? Are you unable to serve 

Christ because you are entangled with a hobby? Or some sport? Or your house? If so, you forfeit 

godliness. Paul says: this one thing I do.  

    Second help to get you to your goal – don’t look back. Paul puts it like this: forgetting what 

lies behind. Many are thwarted in their advances in holiness because they insist on dwelling in the 

past. But we do well to forget what lies behind. Not that we don’t learn from the past. Certainly our 

past should teach us. To that extent we want to remember. George MacDonald said, Our bygones 

should teach us how to meet the bycomes. But the forgetting Paul talks about occurs when we cease 

to let things that are in the past overshadow or control the present. It lets the past be the past. Both 

the good and the bad. Some of you are tragically in the grip of something that occurred years ago so 

although you can’t change your past, you can grieve it, rethink it, learn from it and be free to move 

on to focus on the future because, after all, you will be spending the rest of your life there. So, in that 

sense, forget the past. And there are two things about our past that we must forget in this way. The 

first thing we must get beyond is our successes. You cannot live on yesterday’s laurels. I have read 

that old age is the point in life when a person ceases to look forward and begins to look back. If so, 

there are a lot of spiritually old Christians who remember a day when they were zealous for God, but 

no more. They no longer strive to advance in holiness. They no longer devote themselves to 

ministry. If that is you, forget the past and move forward again. You may be thinking, well, that’s 

easy for you to say, you’re so young, you hardly have a past to look back on. Or maybe you’re not 

saying that. But Paul – he writes near the end of his life. If anyone, he could have rested on his past, 

but no. He forgot it for Christ’s sake.  

    The second thing we must get past is our failures. Guilt. It’s like a great weight that prevents 

any progress by the spiritual runner. As forgiven people, we must let God’s forgiveness take root in 

our hearts. Accept His grace for self and others. So many feel they must do something to work off 

their sin. But hey, you can do nothing. Just believe. Hear these words of Christ. Your sins are 
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forgiven, go and sin no more. That’s John 8:11. Say it with me: Your sins are forgiven, go and sin 

no more.  The deception of Satan may give you one part of that, but not both. He may tell you are 

forgiven so you can sin freely. Or he may tell you that you have blown it and you are finished. Satan 

tries to use your failures to discourage you. And when you let that happen you are holding 

something you have done so close to your heart’s vision that it blocks out all that Christ has done. 

Open your eyes to the Savior’s love that is way, way greater than your sin. And be alert to the lies of 

the enemy. He wants you to give up and quit when you blow it. Proverbs 24:16a a righteous man 

falls seven times, and rises again. So get up, get going and don’t look back. Forget what lies behind, 

the successes and the failures.  

    The third help for getting to your goal is to reach forward. Instead of living in the past, reach 

forward. The Greek word here means to stretch and I cannot help but picture the runner who doesn’t 

lose his momentum by looking back, but stretches forward toward his goal with all he has. To 

stretch yourself means to go past comfortable limits, it means to run that extra lap, work that extra 

hour, study that extra chapter even when you are tired or tense. It is only by stretching yourself 

beyond normal limits that you grow. No pain, no gain. And indeed, it is only by hard stretching 

forward that you will advance toward your spiritual goal.  

     The fourth and final exhortation in our passage for getting to your goal is to press on, to press 

on. To keep going on when things get tough or when things get old. It is this quality of perseverance 

that is so terribly lacking in many. Brothers, sisters we are after the prize of the upward call of God 

in Christ Jesus, so let us press on without looking for some kind of instant godliness. You can have 

your instant potatoes and instant oatmeal, but there is no such thing as instant godliness. This goal is 

reached only by pressing on, laying hold of God’s grace by faith.  

     This requires a spiritual intensity and vigor that is rarely found in the church today. Spiritual 

people, such as Paul, have a holy violence that can be frightening to the laid-back and take-it-easy 

kind of person. But friends, Biblical Christianity is intense, serious living. It is not a take-it-easy life. 

Is that the best way to say goodbye? Take it easy. What does Take it easy express? People, I don’t 

need anyone to tell me to Take it easy. My flesh, my sinful nature, tells me that all the time. 

Advertisers tells me that. But my Lord doesn’t tell me that. He says, press on. Could you imagine 

Jesus saying Take it easy? Take it easy Andrew, Take it easy Peter. Of course not. Neither could  

you conceive of Moses or Jeremiah or Paul saying such a thing. But I can see Jesus saying, press on 

dear brother. And so He does say, Little brother, little Sister, you press on, your prize is waiting. I 
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close with a quote from Calvin Coolidge, our 30th president, who wrote, Nothing in this world can 

take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with 

talent. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination 

alone are omnipotent. The slogan “press on” has solved and always will solve the problems of the 

human race.   

      A story from the Olympic games 1968, Mexico City and the country of Tanzania selected 

John Akhwari to represent it in the marathon. Sadly, along the racecourse, Akhwari stumbled and 

fell, severely injuring his knee and ankle. By 7pm a runner from Ethiopia had won the race, and all 

the other competitors had finished and been cared for. Just a few thousand spectators were left in the 

huge stadium when a police siren at the gate caught their attention. Limping through the gate came 

#36, Akhwari, leg wrapped in a bloody bandage. Those present began to cheer as the courageous 

man completed the final lap of the race. Later, a reporter asked Akhwari the question on everyone’s 

mind. Why did you continue the race after you were so badly injured? He replied, My country did 

not send me 7,000 miles to begin a race; they sent me to finish the race. Just so, our Savior has 

rescued us from sin with the intention that we should finish the race. And how can you do that? 

Looking unto Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith we press on.  

     

   

      

      

 

     

 


