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Philippians is widely regarded as one of Paul’s most joyful letters, and it 

is.  However, today we have come to the section of the letter that deals 

with some unhappiness, some uncertainty, some difficulties within the 

Philippian Church. To assert his authority, he lists off his impressive 

credentials. He notes them in the past tense, because when Paul wrote 

to the Philippians, he was advanced in years… sitting in prison… facing a 

fraught and fearful future… anticipating what could well turn out to be a 

painful and undignified death.   

In this passage it seems like he’s caught up in a sense of nostalgia… 

reflecting on his life… the good, the bad, the in between. Paul examines 

his past: the privileges into which he’d been born… his achievements and 

his mistakes and failings. 

Philippians 3:4-14  

4even though I, too, have reason for confidence in the flesh. If 

anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: 

5circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, 

of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, 

a Pharisee; 6as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to 

righteousness under the law, blameless. 7Yet whatever gains I had, 

these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 8More than 

that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss 



of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain 

Christ   

9and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that 

comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness from God based on faith. 10I want to know Christ 

and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings 

by becoming like him in his death, 11if somehow I may attain the 

resurrection from the dead. 12Not that I have already obtained this 

or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, 

because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13Beloved, I do not 

consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies 

ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly 

call of God in Christ Jesus.   

INTRODUCTION  

There are many themes to which Paul makes reference to in this passage: 

Contentment; gains and losses; perfection... all of which could be fodder 

for our reflection today. The theme I invite you to ponder with me today 

is found in the final sentence of the text we have just heard is mentioned 

twice in the last three verses: Pressing On.  

I want to thank all of you for your warmth, grace, welcome. I count it a 

great privilege to work among you in this next season. Equally, I look 

forward to engaging in a time of discovery for what’s next in the 

unfolding of a future God has in mind for this congregation. Jeanne and 

I have experienced such a hospitable and cordial reception. You have 

lavished us with warm greetings, generous expressions of kindness. Your 

search committee have worked exceptionally hard to for a smooth 

transition. 



There are so many people to thank …  especially one woman (I’m not 

sure I see her…)   

"You must be the new minister."  

Yes I am.  

"… and I bet that you are nervous this morning."  

No, not really.  

"You are going to preach for the first time in this church in just a 

few minutes. You must be a bit anxious."  So far, so good, I’m really 

primed, pumped up and ready to roll.  

"You are going out there in front of all those people that you don't 

know, and that doesn't make you uneasy?"  

No, I think I have it all together – this is not my first rodeo.  

“You are going to stand before all these smart people, this 

competent, capable and talented staff…”  

I am not a bit flapped. I’m feeling remarkably calm really. Why are 

you concerned?  

"Honey, you just walked out of the Ladies restroom!"  

PAUL’S ACCOMPLISHMENTS AND MISTAKES  

Paul begins to list the things that he has done right in his life. Paul had a 

great past -- an impressive resume. He had been a rising star, the golden 

boy of the religious establishment.    

 In verses four and five, Paul notes his resume which would be enough to 

make any Jewish man boast.  

Circumcised on the eighth day. In other words, born scrupulously to 

Jewish parents as an observant Jew from birth  



From the tribe of Benjamin, the tribe that gave Israel its first king, King 

Saul after whom Paul was originally named.    

A “Hebrew of Hebrews” he spoke and read the language of the torah - 

Hebrew.   

He was a Pharisee, the denomination known for their most careful 

attention to keeping God’s law in every detail. The very name, Pharisee, 

means, “Separated Ones.” They were, as Jesus noted, stricter than the 

Law. At the peak there were no more than 6,000. 

In so many words Paul achievements would have made any Jewish 

Mother proud…  

Paul also notes his mistakes. He had been so zealous in defending the 

law – he persecuted the early church. One can only imagine the session 

of personal remorse he had about that.  

In regards to all the gains and losses for which he accounts for – in verse 

eight he says that he regards them as rubbish. The Greek word used here 

is much stronger than garbage, filth, or refuse. It refers to Dung – 

excrement- you know… It’s all a pile of --- (well you fill in the blanks.)  

Despite his advancing years… despite his predicament… despite the 

uncertainty that he faces… Paul isn’t seeking to escape into the past. Nor 

is he trying to escape into dreams for a distant future. Ultimately, none 

of that matters… It all pales in comparison to what Paul describes as the 

“surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.”  Paul admits that the 

Christian faith is a journey, and he hasn't yet arrived at the destinations 

end. Paul says: I want to keep striving. I want to grow, to learn, to change. 

I want to endure what I face with dignity and honour. I want to be faithful 

to God in how I live, and speak, and act. I want to make Christ’s love 

known–– in the way that I face the challenges of the present. I want to 

become more Christ-like.” I want to be “in Christ.”  



LEAVING THOSE THINGS BEHIND  

Listen to these words attributed to Albert Einstein: “I must be willing to 

give up what I am in order to become what I will be.”    

Paul said he was leaving behind those things that he once treasured. He 

was no longer going to live life looking through the rearview mirror, but 

through the windshield. He was no longer going to allow his yesterdays 

rob him of his tomorrows.    

Here’s how he puts it: “This one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and 

straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the 

prize.” 

Paul never provides a definition. He never tells the Philippians exactly 

what "the upward call of God in Christ Jesus" is. He simply advised them, 

encouraged them, exhorted them to seek it; to set aside their past and 

seek out God’s call for their future.  

CONCLUSION  

Singer Ray Charles said, “Live every day as though it were your last and 

one day you will be right.”   

You have a future filled with God's favor in front of you, but you cannot 

obtain the prize, until you are willing to shed off what is encumbering 

your from Pressing On – from straining forward.  

12Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the 

goal; but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has 

made me his own. 13Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it 

my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 

straining forward to what lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal 

for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.”  


