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Midway through Pilgrims Progress, Hopeful joined Christian on his journey to the Celestial City. It wasn’t long before they overtook a well-spoken gentleman who had been travelling ahead of them. His name was “Mr. By-ends” (one who believes the ends justify the means). He was from the town of “Fair-speech,” where he had many wealthy relatives: Mr. Turn-about, Lord Time-server, Lord Fair-speech (from whom the town took its name), Mr. Smooth-man, Mr. Facing-both-ways, Mr. Any-thing, and the pastor of their church, Rev. Two-tongues (By-end’s uncle). Three of his old school mates were also well-known residents; Mr. Hold-the-world, Mr. Money-love, and Mr. Save-all.

It didn’t take long for Christian to realize that the citizens of Fair-speech “go with the flow.” They were more than willing to “adjust” their views to accommodate the “trends of the times.” They saw their “flexibility” as a virtue, especially when it brought them social acceptance, respectability, and financial gain. In Fair-speech, words like “commitment to the faith” and “standing for the truth” were never heard. No one said anything that might offend anyone.

Christian makes it clear that if By-ends wants to fellowship with them, he must be willing to press on, not only in good times, but also in bad. So he tells By-ends, “If you will travel with us, you will have to go against the wind and current . . . You must also embrace this faith not only when it wears silver slippers, but also when it’s dressed in rags. You must stand by it when it is cast into prison and also when it parades triumphantly through the streets and receives applause.”

That simple but powerful truth is the driving force behind this section of Paul’s letter to the Philippians. Earlier he wrote, “For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (1:21). Here he explains what that means: “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his suffering, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection of the dead” (3:10-11). As we noted last week, therein lies the underlying secret to maturing in the Christian faith. The Christian who is committed to knowing more of Christ is the one who is going on and growing up in the Christian life.

In the verses before us today, Paul develops this thought even further (vv. 12-16). He now likens himself to an athlete who is running a race. He views his future as a long-distance course that stretches out before him, and he is pressing on to gain an even greater knowledge of Christ. His ultimate goal is to receive the prize of attaining a full knowledge of Christ in eternal glory.

Paul begins with a disclaimer; he has not yet grasped the full significance of knowing Christ (vv. 12-13a). Then he likens his life to pressing on to obtain that goal (vv. 13b-14). He concludes by exhorting those who are “mature” to embrace the same view and promises that those who think differently will be enlightened by the Lord. In the meantime, their conduct should be in accord with the level of insight that God has already given (vv. 15-16).

 A. Paul’s Disclaimer (vv. 12-13a): “Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal,” (or “am already perfect,” ESV), but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it” (NIV 2015). 

What Paul had not “already attained” was the experience of knowing Christ, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings (Cf. vv. 8-10). There may have been some in Philippi who thought they had “arrived,” but not Paul. As intense as his desire may have been, he knew that he had not yet grasped the full significance of knowing Christ. Such “perfection,” he had come to realize, could only be achieved beyond this life, at the end of the race.

Yet this in no way lessened his zeal to press on toward a greater conformity to Christ. Because he himself had been taken hold of by Christ (his Christ-encounter on the Damascus Road), his goal was to take hold of Christ, “with all his mind and heart and to comprehend him with the full comprehension of faith” (Hawthorne).

Someone has well said that a genuine mark of maturity is realizing that we are not yet mature. Had Paul compared himself with others, he might not have offered this disclaimer. He might even have been tempted to ease up a bit, and rest on his laurels. After all, there weren’t too many Christians in his day who had experienced what he had. But Paul refused to compare himself with others, because his goal was Christ’s goal for him, namely, to know Christ fully and completely.

B. Paul’s Undeterred Devotion (vv. 13b-14). “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.” These verses logically follow from what Paul has just said about himself. Since he hasn’t not achieved his goal, then there’s only one thing left to do – press on to know Christ more fully. If this is true for Paul, then it’s also true for all Christians, which is why it’s important to note the three components of Paul’s singular goal in life:

1. “Forgetting what is behind.” This certainly would have included the failures of the past, such as his zeal for persecuting the church (v. 6), and his relentless opposition to the name of Jesus of Nazareth: “On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the Lord’s people in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. Many a time I was so obsessed with persecuting them that I even hunted them down to foreign cities” (Acts 26:10-11). 

This also would have included the successes of the past, such as his credentials in Judaism (vv. 5-6), and his apostolic service for Christ: “. . . I was not disobedient to the heavenly vision, but declared first to those in Damascus, then in Jerusalem and throughout all the region of Judea, and also to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance” (Acts 26:19-20). Clearly “forgetting” did not mean “erasing” the memories of his past. Rather, it was “a conscience refusal to let it absorb his attention and impede his progress” (Homer Kent). Dwelling on our past failures tends to immobilize us; resting on our past achievements tempts us into thinking we can put our lives in neutral and coast into glory.

2. “Straining toward what is ahead . . .” The word that’s translated straining “is a graphic word, chosen from the arena, and pictures the Christian as a runner with his body bent over, his head fixed forward, never giving a backward glance, and his eye fastened on the goal. It powerfully describes the need for concentration and effort in the Christian life if one is to advance in the knowledge of Christ” (Hawthorne). So much for today’s popular (but misguided) thinking: “Let go and let God!” (2:12-13)

3. “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (v. 14). In this vivid athletic imagery, Paul’s “goal” is to win the “prize,” which is God’s call to the life above. Specifically, he’s referring to “the fullness of blessings and rewards in the age to come, most especially being in perfect fellowship with Christ forever” (ESV Study Bible notes). Nothing would distract him from pressing on to his goal of gaining a full knowledge of Christ.

C. Paul’s Exhortation (vv. 15-16): “All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you. Only let us live up to what we have already obtained.”

J. B. Phillips offers an interpretive translation of this concluding exhortation that helps us understand what Paul means: “All of us who are spiritually adult should set ourselves this sort of ambition.” Q. What ambition? A. Forgetting the past and continuously pushing onward toward the goal of knowing Christ fully. No one reaches that level of perfection in this life. Thus, “a desire for Christ is the unifying hallmark of those who have begun to grow spiritually” (Ferguson). They stay focused on that singular goal. They are determined to press on, not only in good times but in bad times as well.

However, if there are some who cannot see this, Paul is content to let God’s illuminating Spirit clarify the matter for them. In fact, he is quite certain that this is the attitude which God will lead them to embrace (“that too God will make clear to you”). His confidence rests in the Spirit of God enlightening the “eyes of the heart” (Eph. 1:18)

In the meantime, what they have already learned must continue to govern how they live. According to Paul, our level of conduct must be consistent with the level of truth we have already attained.  All of us are responsible to live by the truth we currently possess, no matter how much or how little. Before we can run the course set before us, we must learn how to walk by faith not by sight.

Pressing on in the Christian life requires going against the wind and current of this world. Since that worldly flow is always downhill and away from the Celestial City, it takes a continual determined effort to strive against the current. A single-minded focus on Christ is essential for living the Christian life. It’s also the secret to growing up and going on in the Christian life. 

Those who are familiar with Pilgrims Progress know what happened to Mr. By-ends and his friends. They continued on their way until they came to a lovely plain called Ease. At the far side of the plain was a little hill called Lucre, in which there was a silver mine. From this hill a man called Demas cried out to them: “Turn aside! There’s a silver mine here! With very little trouble you’ll be rich!” That’s all it took for By-ends and his friends to leave the pathway and follow Demas to the mine.
As they looked greedily over the edge, we’re told that they lost their footing, fell in, and were smothered by the gases that often arise from the bottom of the mine. They were never seen again.

That’s the reason Paul’s model is so important for us to follow. “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.” This is the secret to growing up and going on in the Christian life!
“Run the straight race through God’s good grace,
Lift up thine eyes and seek his face;
life with its way before us lies,
Christ is the path, and Christ the prize.” 



