Philippians overview # 8 (Philippians 3:10 – 4:1)

Hopefully we will all experience the joy of setting some lofty goal and reaching it. Perhaps some of us have already known the deep satisfaction of achieving some important goal that we set out to achieve. If so, we also know that truly important goals are usually reached only through hard work, discipline, and self-sacrifice. In this passage, Paul speaks about the highest goal that we can ever achieve: The goal of overcoming sin and death, and becoming like the glorious and risen Jesus Christ. But as with any worthwhile goal, Paul warns his readers that running this race won’t be easy. Reaching the finish line of our heavenly calling will require turning our backs to the things of this earth. Experiencing Christ’s resurrection power during this race will also mean sharing in his suffering and death. After all, there could be no resurrection of Jesus Christ, if he hadn’t first suffered and died on the cross for our sins

Even as Paul was writing this letter, he was well aware of the fact that he himself had not yet reached the goal that he urged others to reach (but he has now!). However, it was Paul’s desire to encourage other believers through his own example to keep pressing on toward the finish line. The image that Paul paints for us in this passage is that of a runner who is using every bit of strength available to him to propel his body forward, away from the world, and toward heaven. Like an experienced runner, Paul understood that, if he was going to finish this race, he couldn’t let anything hinder him. Therefore, Paul was determined to take off everything that could slow him down, and to not let anything distract him on the way. 

As Paul wrote about these hindrances and distractions, he was probably reflecting on what he had written earlier in regard to his former religious life as a legalistic Pharisee. Now that Christ had come, Paul decided to stop carrying around those heavy religious signposts that were only constructed to point to Christ in the first place. Now that Paul had found Christ, holding on to these old religious traditions and rituals would only slow him down and distract him as he tried to get on with the task of following Christ himself.  Secondly, Paul needed to remember that he had been forgiven of his former life as a religious zealot, when he actually went around persecuting the church and Christians. If Paul continued to carry this heavy burden of guilt with him, then how could he ever have enough endurance to reach the goal? Though Paul had once been an enemy of Christ, he was determined to put those days behind him. It was now Paul’s duty to live life according to pattern that Jesus had given him, and to show others how to do so as well. What things do you need to leave behind in order to follow Christ with your whole heart, and to show others the way of Christ? 

If Paul did spend any time reflecting on his life before Christ, he seemed to do so when he saw the lost state of others. Paul declares, “For, as I have often told you before, and now say 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 their shame.” In last week’s study we saw some of Paul’s anger at human sinfulness coming through in his writing. But now we also feel Paul’s compassion for the lost. Pastor Bill Hybel’s of the Willow Creek church near Chicago refers to this kind of emotion as ‘holy discontent’. In other words, Paul didn’t just look at the state sinners and say, ‘Whatever… que sera, sera.’ Paul remembered that he himself once walked the road that leads to destruction. But in the light of Christ’s salvation, Paul discovered how futile and destructive this way of life had been. As a servant of Christ, sin made Paul’s heart hurt because he knew that Jesus had died for our sins.  Paul knew that part of having the same attitude of Christ means hating what Jesus hates, loving what Jesus loves, and feeling what Jesus feels when he looks upon our broken world. 

In order for our church to run together the race set before us, we too will need to keep our eyes fixed on the resurrected Christ and to turn our backs on the distractions and temptations of this world. It is for this reason that we want to commit 2006 to our Biblical purpose of Discipleship and becoming more like Jesus Christ. In preparation, let’s start getting our eyes fixed on the goal of our faith. And if we look back, let it only be to see those who are still trapped by the futile and destructive patterns of this world: greed, materialism, pleasure seeking, selfish ambition, and vein conceit. May the lost state of our world fill us with a holy discontent that causes us to long and to strive for their salvation, and ours’. For the sake of the lost and the dying, let us commit ourselves to living lives that point these fellow sinners to the holy and eternal life that can be found only in Jesus. For this is the will of Christ, and we are his disciples. Are you ready to fully commit the coming year to Him? 
