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Text 
Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of 

that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 
13

 Brothers, 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. 
15

 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. 
16

 Only let us live up to what we have already attained. 

 

Introduction 
In Colossians 1:10 the Apostle Paul says, “And we pray… that you may live a life 

worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: …growing in the knowledge of 

God.” 

The Apostle Peter rounds out his second letter with these words, “But grow in the 

grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2Pet. 3:18).  Grow in the 

knowledge of Christ.  They’re talking about growing in knowing. 

Two weeks ago when we looked in depth at Philippians 3:1-3 we noticed Paul 

making a distinction between man-centered approaches to life and a God-centered one.  

It’s all about God. 

Last week we teased that out a bit more and talked about the ever-pertinent 

question of identity – what you latch onto to find a sense of security and worth.  And 

there we saw that the only way to truly find yourself is to be found in Christ.  Any other 

source of identity will disappoint if it’s not Jesus.  And we saw that Paul talked of two 

aspects to this.  There’s the objective aspect of being in Christ and having his 

righteousness credited to your account by faith.  And then there’s the subjective aspect of 

experiencing this reality in your life – sensing deep down that you are accepted by God 

and loved on account of Jesus and resting in that fact; finding sweet repose in Christ.  

Paul calls this knowing Christ – really living as one whose identity is in Jesus and having 

Jesus consume all of you. 

It’s this subjective aspect, this business of knowing Christ, that Paul, in today’s 

passage, explores more in depth.  How many of you want to know Christ and live 

securely with your identity wrapped up in him?  Yeah, it sounds good.  “But,” we think, 

“it’s hard.  All that sounds kind of mystical; not realistic.  Maybe somebody like Paul 

could claim to live like this – this experience of power, this constant fellowship with 
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Christ through his sufferings, this conformity to Jesus – but not me.  I’m so far from that.  

That’s for the really mature Christian.” 

And Paul says, “Wait a second.  I don’t want you to think that I’ve arrived.  I 

haven’t arrived.  Nobody arrives until he gets to heaven.  Even for me, knowing Christ is 

a process.”  He’s growing in knowing.  In fact, what we’re going to see as we go on today 

is just this: mature Christians mess up and keep moving forward.  What do you think 

of when you think of a ‘mature’ Christian?  Mature Christians are those who mess up 

and keep moving forward.  That’s a description of a mature Christian. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Christian Perfectionism? 
 That was some pretty fabulous stuff last week about finding our identity in Christ, 

wasn’t it?  Letting go of everything else we latch onto and knowing Christ to be our 

righteousness…  “[But it’s] not that I have already obtained all this,” Paul says (v. 12); 

“all this” being finding my identity fully and only in Christ Jesus, trusting in him and not 

in myself – my position, my abilities, my accomplishments – or in anything else.  “[It’s 

not that I] have already been made perfect” (v. 12), Paul says; “that I perfectly know 

Christ.”  “No,” I think Paul would say, “I still struggle with my pride, I still struggle with 

putting my identity in my success at starting new churches, I still struggle with pouring 

myself out for people who drain me, I still struggle with wanting the younger converts to 

respect me and think I’m cool, I still struggle with being hurt and lashing out against 

those who oppose me,  I still struggle with feeling cold toward Christ sometimes, I still 

struggle with wanting to hang this whole thing up and retire to a nice Italian villa on the 

Mediterranean.  No, I’m not perfect.  I still sin.  I don’t fully appreciate all that Jesus did 

for me on the cross.  I don’t live every moment of every day in the realization that Jesus 

has died for me.  I’m not there.” 

 Do you hear what Paul is saying?  This is Paul – the guy who wrote a large chunk 

of the Bible, the apostle who’s primarily responsible for spreading Christianity across the 

Roman empire,… Saint Paul!  “Don’t think that I’ve already obtained all this or alredy 

been made perfect.  Don’t think that the Christian life I’m calling you to is one where you 

perfectly know Christ and are completely conformed to him and totally trust him.”  No, 

not even Paul was perfect. 

This is important to get, because if Paul was claiming to have this uninterrupted, 

unclouded, intimacy with Christ, this complete comprehension of his sacrifice and 

conformity to his character, always realizing his identity in Jesus, then he’d be right back 

where he started, wouldn’t he?  Instead of a flawless Jew, he would be a flawless 

Christian.  Paul is saying you’ll never be a perfect Christian.  If you ever get to the point 

where you think you’ve arrived, you’ve missed the whole thing.  The greatest Christians 

throughout the history of the church have all been the most aware and adamant about 

their own sin.  This is how it works – the deeper you go into Christ, the more you see the 

depths of your own sin and your need for grace. 

 To claim perfection (or even to believe it is within your grasp) is quite man-

centered.  Perfectionism prevents us from knowing Christ.  Perfectionism refuses to 

accept the fact that you will always be the recipient of God’s mercy.  Perfectionism puts 

confidence in the flesh and perfectionists are paralyzed by failure because they put their 
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identity in their being perfect.  So this is the first realization that we all need to come to – 

we will never be perfect this side of heaven; we will mess up; we will always be in need 

of God’s grace.  Say that with me – “I will never be perfect.” (in this life). 

 

Becoming What You Already Are 

 But, here’s a good one – is this an excuse for sin?  I used to wrestle in elementary 

and junior high school and our coach would make us work hard in practices.  He used to 

say, “Practice makes perfect.”  And I remember a saying I learned from one of the other 

kids – “Practice makes perfect; but nobody’s perfect, so why practice?”  Right?  Think 

about it: if perfection is impossible and God is gracious, why not relax and let it all go, 

stop trying so hard?  “What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may 

increase” (Rom. 6:1)?  Paul anticipates this question in Romans 6.  But what does he say?  

“By no means!”  May it never be! 

 Similarly, here, Paul says, “[I haven’t arrived; I’m not perfect], but I press on” (v. 

12).  He’s not complacent.  He’s not content with sin.  He’s not comfortable with living 

as though his identity was found in something he did or was.  He presses on.  He’s intent 

on moving forward.  He wants to know Christ (cf. v. 10).  Paul’s indicating that there’s a 

growing in knowing – a growing in knowing Christ to be our righteousness, a growing in 

knowing Christ to be sweeter than sin, a growing in knowing God’s love for you in Jesus 

throughout the day.  Knowing Christ is progressive.  And if we’ve grasped even a little of 

this we will press on for more.  We will want to know more, and more, and more. 

 So, as 1 Corinthians 13:12 makes clear, “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a 

mirror; then we shall see face to face.  Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even 

as I am fully known.”  Now we know in part.  We won’t fully know Christ – the scope of 

his sacrifice, the depths of his love, the scale of his worth – until we see him face to face 

in heaven.  But, we press on, we squint, we polish the mirror,… we grow in knowing all 

that God is for us in Jesus.  We strive to know God fully, just as we are fully known by 

him. 

 Paul says here, “I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of 

me” (v. 12).  I like the English Standard Version as well – “I press on to make it my own, 

because Christ Jesus has made me his own.”  God has made the first move.  He has 

introduced himself to us, set his affection on us, clothed us with Christ.  He has taken 

hold of us.  He’s made us his own.  We are reconciled with God, joined with Jesus, 

declared righteous.  That objective reality then fuels our subjective sense of knowing 

Christ.  This pressing on to know Christ is a pressing on to know what is already true 

about us, to realize who we are in Christ.  Do you see that? 

 The moment we first put our trust in Christ instead of ourselves we, gain Christ in 

our account.  It’s like if we were to be suddenly adopted as Bill Gates’ son or daughter.  

We would immediately be mind-bogglingly rich.  But we may still have a hard time 

recognizing that we don’t have to work to make a living anymore.  And we’ll begin to 

figure out just how much money we now have and what that means for us.  But nothing 

can change the fact that Bill Gates is our father. 

 Similarly, if you’ve trusted Christ you are co-heirs of God with Christ.  But it 

takes us a lifetime to figure out all of what that entails.  So we press on to grasp more and 

more what it means that Jesus has grasped us.  The Christian life is about becoming who 

we already are.  We’ve given up our fig leaves and hiding behind trees and we’ve been 
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clothed with Christ, but now we have to grow into those clothes.  Have you been clothed 

with Christ?  Has Jesus made you his own?  If so, are you endeavoring to let that reality 

take over your life?  Are you pressing on to know Christ?  Are you moving forward, 

letting what God has done for you sink in more and more and affect the way you think 

and act and live.  Are you wanting your identity in Christ to become more real to you? 

 

Not Looking Back 

 “Well how do I do this?” you might be asking.  Paul goes a little more into detail 

starting in v. 13.  First he repeats himself a bit – “Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to 

have taken hold of it.”  He wants to be very clear – he’s still in process.  “But one thing I 

do: forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on” (v. 13-14a).  

So first of all, here we see that pressing on involves not looking back. 

“Forgetting what is behind,” Paul says.  You can’t move forward if you’re stuck 

in the past.  There’s something here that is so freeing, and I want to share it with you.  

God is calling us to forget our failures.  How many of you have ever had this experience: 

you’re walking down the street or driving the car or just going about your regular 

business and then… you groan, because you remember something you did at some point 

in the past.  “Oh my gosh, how could I have been such a jerk!”  “I can believe I acted like 

such an idiot!”  How many of you beat yourselves up for things you’ve done in the past?  

You just can’t let it go; it haunts you. 

Has anybody seen that TV show, My Name is Earl?  A couple years ago when it 

was advertised on every CTA bus for several months I just thought it was some lame, 

red-neck comedy.  But recently I happened to see a couple episodes and it’s a bit more 

sophisticated (and kind of funny).  The main character – Earl – keeps this list of every 

bad thing he’s done in his life because he believes in karma.  He thinks his bad deeds will 

come back to get him unless he can somehow fix them.  And so he tries to rectify each 

thing on the list, to make up for it somehow and cleanse his karma. 

I wonder how many of you have a list – a mental list, most likely; memories of 

ways you’ve messed up, stupid things you’ve done, sins that have scarred you?  How 

many of you have an acute memory of your failures and you just can’t shake it; you just 

can’t let go, as if that is now your identity (Jim the masturbator, Lisa the liar, Suzy the 

slut, Larry the lazy sloth) or as if enough wallowing in self-pity will somehow atone for it 

or you could redeem it by doing right.  Well, that’s karma, not Christianity.  Only Jesus’ 

blood can atone for your sins (no amount of penance or good deeds can), and Jesus’ 

blood has atoned for your sins if you’re in him!  And your identity is not Jim the 

masturbator or Lisa the liar, but Jim, righteous in Christ; Lisa, righteous in Christ. [I tried 

to pick names of people that I didn’t think would be here, so if you’re a visitor and your 

name is Suzy, please don’t take it personally] 

You have to be able to forget about what you’ve done.  That’s not who you are.  

“But, but… I can’t just do that!  That’s, that’s not taking sin seriously!”  No, it is.  Sin is 

so serious that only the gruesome, bloody death of Christ on my behalf can fix it; it’s that 

serious.  And not to be able to forget would be taking yourself too seriously and not 

taking God’s grace seriously enough.  By not forgetting what’s behind you’re refusing to 

believe the gospel – the good news that you’re righteous in Christ – and you’re slipping 

back into the mode of putting confidence in the flesh, of finding your identity in your 

self-effort. 
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We have to forget, because God forgets.  Psalm 103:12 – “As far as the east is 

from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.”  Isaiah 38:17 – “…you 

have put all my sins behind your back.”  Isaiah 43:25 – “I, even I, am he who blots out 

your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more.”  Micah 7:18-

19 “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the 

remnant of his inheritance?  You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy.  

You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our 

iniquities into the depths of the sea.”  Our sins are taken care of on the cross, in the sea of 

Christ’s blood and God does not remember them any more, he does not hold them against 

us.  “If you, O Lord, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand?  But with you there 

is forgiveness” (Ps. 130:3-4). 

So if God has put our sins behind his back, then we’ve got to learn to put them 

behind us and forget them.  This is part of growing in knowing Christ.  Friends, nothing 

will keep us from moving forward like refusing to accept God’s forgiveness for past 

failures.  You will be stuck as long as you hold on to them. 

But there’s also another thing that can hold us back and keep us from moving 

forward in our knowledge of Christ and that is past successes.  Just like God is calling us 

to forget our failures, he’s also calling all of us today to forget our successes.  You can’t 

live on yesterday’s achievements.  A lot of Christians are stunted in their growth because 

they’re living in the past.  They’re coasting.  For many there was a time in high school or 

college or maybe young adulthood when this whole Christianity thing was very real to 

them, they felt alive, they had profound experiences with God, they were growing and 

they were serving; they were on fire.  And in between then and now the fire died out, but 

they still point to that time as their defining moment.  They feel like they’ve attained a 

certain level. 

But pressing on means forgetting past successes and not leaning on them – on 

what God did for you when you were in college, or on a mission trip, etc… – but rather 

dreaming again, asking God to show you more.  Isaiah 43:18 says, “Forget the former 

things; do not dwell on the past.  See, I am doing a new thing!”  Pressing on means 

looking for the new thing God wants to do.  It means waking up everyday needy, 

dependent on God, not resting on what happened yesterday, but saying, “God, I need you 

today.  I want to know you more today than I did yesterday.  I want to know you more 

tomorrow than I did today.”  We shouldn’t be looking back and marveling at how far 

we’ve come, but looking forward with eagerness and realizing how much more there is to 

go.  You can stagnate in guilt or in success, but the Christian life is about pressing on, 

moving forward.  And the thing with God is that you will never run out of new territory.  

It’ll never get boring.  You’ll never get him figured out.  You’ll never arrive.  There’s 

always more ground to cover.  But you simply cannot press on when you’re living in the 

past. 

 

Straining Ahead 
 There’s a real optimism present here, isn’t there?  Christianity is optimistic.  

Actually, the biblical term is hope.  We believe that the future will ultimately be good; 

really good.  And so as Christians we’re about looking into the future, about moving 

forward.  As one person has said, “[For Paul there is just] one course of action open 

before him: to forget the past with all its failures and successes – all those things that 
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could paralyze him with guilt or impede him with pride – and to stretch out to the 

future.”
1
  He does one thing – “Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is 

ahead, [he] press[es] on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called [him] 

heavenward in Christ Jesus” (vv. 13-14). 

You may not think this about me, but I can be a very nostalgic person.  All you 

have to do to make me cry is take pictures and set them to music.  I’m serious.  And I’ve 

been thinking lately about how I don’t want good things to end.  I feel like life is slipping 

past me and it’s going so fast and I want to freeze time.  And I think that underlying that 

emotion is a fear of the future, specifically death.  That, “Oh my gosh, I’m getting closer 

to dying.”  And so I want to live in the past.  But Paul’s thinking here reorients my own 

and challenges me begin to look forward to what’s ahead.  Because as a Christian it only 

gets better… for eternity.  Think about that!  Death is not the end.  It’s just the beginning.  

We’re to be people who look to the future with eager expectation.  Who anticipate the 

goal and move towards it. 

 We are to strain toward what is ahead.  It’s a racing metaphor.  There’s a goal – 

the end of our lives.  There’s a prize waiting at the goal line – it’s what God has called us 

to and promised us in heaven: the prize of perfectly knowing Christ.  And we’re to stretch 

out for that.  I ran track for a couple years in high school.  We had one race at the 

beginning of the season at the field house at Purdue University.  It’s inside, tons of people 

are there.  I was in a relay.  I waited for the person before me to get close, I started 

jogging letting him catch up, then he handed the baton off to me and I turned around and 

exploded running.  But my feet got caught together and I sprawled out flat on the rubber 

track, the baton went flying, everyone else passed me.  I was so embarrassed.  I was 

immediately disqualified from the race, but I ran and picked up the baton anyway and ran 

as fast as I absolutely could. 

 The analogy’s far from perfect.  But we’re in a race.  We may fall down or we 

may have run a personal best lap, but we still must keep pressing on because Jesus is 

waiting at the finish line.  That reward should cause us to strain in hot pursuit of him, 

wanting to get closer and closer.  This is what the Christian life is about. 

 

Christian Maturity 
In conclusion Paul says, “All of us who are mature should take such a view of 

things” (v. 15).  Literally it says, “All of us who are ‘perfect’ should take such a view of 

things.”  There’s a touch of irony here because Paul has been saying all along that 

perfection is impossible.  But then he says that perfection (or maturity) is found in 

recognizing that you’re not perfect, that you haven’t arrived, but in pushing forward, 

growing in knowing, plumbing the depths of God’s grace, striving for the day when you 

will be face-to-face with Jesus.  Mature Christians mess up and keep moving 

forward.  This is what it’s all about.  You’re a mature Christian when you get this. 

“And if on some [other] point,” Paul says, “you think differently, that too God 

will make clear to you” (v. 15).  Meaning: if there are other aspects to this Christian life 

that you may disagree about or be confused on or have some disagreements over (like 

whether mature Christians should watch My Name is Earl or if keeping certain parts of 

the OT law can help you press on to know Christ), God will lead you and show you as 

you grow and progress.  But the bottom line is – “let us live up to what we have already 

attained” (v. 16).  In other words, wherever you’re at in your growth, in your experience 
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of Christ, don’t go backwards.  Keep having this God-centered, Jesus-is-everything, I’m-

not-perfect-but-pressing-on kind of mindset.  If you’ve come to this realization, then 

you’re in the perfect place. 

Real quick: as we’ve been living in Philippians chapter 3 for the past few weeks, 

here are three ‘Rs’ that stick out to me – Repent, Reflect, Resolve.  So let’s make this 

really practical at the end here.  What can I do to press on? 
 

Repent – Repentance needs to become a habit.  You should repent several times 

throughout the day.  Repentance is realizing your sin – recognizing a thought or 

attitude or action that is out of line with who you are in Christ – and humbly 

asking for forgiveness and help in turning from it.  If you get to the end of the day 

and haven’t repented… repent.  We think maturity means going 2 weeks without 

having to repent, but actually the more mature you get, the more you repent.  Ask 

God to show you the intricacies and complexities of your sin, of how weak is your 

knowledge of Christ, of how needy you are of Christ.  And then… 
 

Reflect – Reflect on the cross.  Take time frequently to reflect on the cross, what 

really happened there.  Think more than just the Sunday School answer – “Jesus 

died for my sins.”  It’s true, but go deeper – which sins; why did he have to die; 

what happened in his death; what does that say about me…about God?  Ruminate 

on the mystery of Christ taking all your sin into himself and exhausting the eternal 

wrath of God for that sin on your behalf.  Relish the extent of mercy – that it’s not 

just some vague, generic forgiveness, but a forgiveness secured by an event in 

space and time and history that all of history had been pointing to and all 

subsequent history looks back on.  So reflect on Christ and the Cross.  This is why 

the Lord’s Table is so important.  Also, read a good book about the (this (the 

Bible) is a good one), etc… 
 

Resolve – Resolve to move forward.  Make resolutions to move forward in the 

freedom of forgiveness achieved for you on the cross, by the power of the Spirit – 

that same power that raised Jesus from the dead” (Rom. 8:11). 
 

The Lord’s Table 

 Let’s spend some time repenting, reflecting, and resolving before we come to the 

Lord’s Table today… 
 

Benediction 
May you grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To him 

be glory both now and forever!  Amen. – 2 Peter 3:18 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 18, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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