
”Press On to Perfection” 
(Philippians 3:12-16) 

Introduction: The Christian life is oftentimes compared to a race 
by the apostle Paul. In it, the Christian is running toward the 
mark or the goal for which Christ has called him. ”DO YOU NOT KNOW 
THAT THOSE WHO RUN IN A RACE ALL RUN, BUT ONLY ONE RECEIVES THE 
PRIZE? RUN IN SUCH A WAY THAT YOU MAY WIN” (1 Cor. 9:24).  You are 
to strive in this race so as to win. But you are also to run so as 
to complete the race. Our passage this morning deals with this 
aspect of the Christian life, namely, perseverance in holiness and 
progress towards the finish line, both of which are essential to the 
Christian life. 

Last week we saw Paul’s denouncement of all his works and all 
his possessions in light of the exceeding value of knowing Christ 
Jesus his Lord. He realized that when he will have reached the end 
of his days, it will not matter how much of the world’s treasures 
that he was able to obtain, but whether or not he would obtain to 
the resurrection of the dead. Paul’s only goal in life was to know 
the Lord Jesus Christ and to be found in him on that day. As he 
continues, Paul now expresses to us how this desire caused him to 
put forth his greatest efforts that he might obtain that goal. This 
may seem strange to us. After all don’t we hear so often today that 
we need but come to Christ and after that we need do nothing? Isn’t 
Christ often represented as the Gospel train which is headed to 
heaven, and all you need to do is jump on and enjoy the ride? 
Hasn’t Christ done it all so that you don’t need to do anything? 
Don’t some even go so far as to say that if you once profess Christ 
as Lord, then you may even become an atheist and a blasphemer 
against God and yet still go to heaven? Yes, there are many who 
represent the Christian life in this way. However, the Bible does 
not. This was not Paul’s attitude which he expresses to us this 
morning. Paul had assurance that he was Christ’s, but he only had 
it as long as he earnestly ran towards the goal. Paul said that he 
personally pressed forward, striving with all his might to reach the 
finish line of the race which Christ set him to running, that he 
might attain to the resurrection from the dead. This is not only 
Paul’s calling this morning, but ours as well. And what I want you 
to see is, 

You must press forward with all your might towards 
Christlikeness if you are to attain to the resurrection from the 
dead. 

First I want you to see that the goal of the Christian life is 
the resurrection from the dead, which is the ultimate transformation 
into His image, and secondly, that if you are to obtain this goal it 
will require all the effort that you can put forth. 

I. The Goal of the Christian Life Is the Final Glorification of the 
Believer with Christ. 
A. Some Believe that the Goal You Are to Strive After Exists 

only in the Here and Now. 
1. Non-Christians, believing that this life is all that 
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there is, live only for this life. 
a. After all, as Paul said, "IF THE DEAD ARE NOT RAISED, 

b. If there is no resurrection to judgment at the end 
LET US EAT AND DRINK, FOR TOMORROW WE DIE" ( I  Cor. 15:32). 

of time, then the logical thing to do would be to go 
for all the gusto you can. 

c. Live it up, do all you can for as long as you can, 
for the time will come when you will no longer be 
able to. 

2. Some Christians seem to adopt this same philosophy of 
life, and they seem to have forgotten about the really 
important matters of eternity. 
a. 

b. 

C. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

Whereas the unbeliever is living consistently with 
his beliefs, the Christian often is not. 
Many are seeking to build their houses in this life, 
and are not thinking at all about how their pursuits 
are affecting their eternal dwellings. 
And they are not heeding the admonition given to us 
in Hebrews 12: 1-2, "THEREFORE, SINCE WE HAVE SO 
GREAT A CLOUD OF WITNESSES SURROUNDING US, LET US 
ALSO LAY ASIDE EVERY ENCUMBRANCE, AND THE SIN WHICH 

ENDURANCE THE RACE THAT IS SET BEFORE US, FIXING OUR 
EYES ON JESUS. " 
We must not only lay aside our sins, but we must 
also lay aside anything that can entangle us and 
slow us down. 
This is the same truth that was portrayed by John 
Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress in Vanity Faire. Here 
there were things both lawful and unlawful that 
might distract travelers to the celestial city and 
cause them to turn aside from the narrow path. 
Forgetting about the things of real importance, some 
turn aside to those things which cannot profit. 

so EASILY ENTANGLES us, AND LET us RUN WITH 

B. But the Goal of the Christian Is that Perfection Which 
Awaits Him in the Future. It Is that Final Resurrection and 
Glorification with Christ. 
1.  Contrary to the beliefs of some Christians, that 

perfection to which Paul refers here is not obtainable 
in this life. 
a. Paul is not speaking of a perfection in this world. 

(i) This is not a second blessing which results in 
a sinless life. 

perfection will not take place this side of 
glory. 

(iii) The apostle John writes, "IF WE SAY THAT WE 
HAVE NO SIN, WE ARE DECEIVING OURSELVES, AND 
THE TRUTH IS NOT IN US" ( I  John 1 : 8). 

(ii) The Bible clearly shows us that sinless 

b. Paul, who we would all respect as being a very godly 
man, bears witness to himself that he had not yet 
reached that goal. 
(i) He says in verse 12, "NOT THAT I HAVE ALREADY 
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OBTAINED IT, OR HAVE ALREADY BECOME PERFECT.” 

REGARD MYSELF AS HAVING LAID HOLD OF IT YET.” 
(ii) And he says in verse 13, ”BRETHREN, I DO NOT 

2. Paul tells us that that perfection which he was seeking 
Yet 
a. 

b. 

C. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

g. 

- 

laid ahead of him. 
He calls it perfection (v. 12), that for which 
Christ Jesus laid hold of him (v. 12), that 
which lies ahead (v. 13), the goal (v. 14), the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus (v. 
14), the resurrection from the dead (v. 11 ) .  
It is ultimately that for which Christ laid hold of 
Paul as one of His elect. 
It is the point at which the apostle expected to 
achieve perfection. 
It was the goal that he was striving for that was 
yet ahead of him. 
It was the prize that he expected to attain, which 
was the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 
It was to be consummated at the resurrection from 
the dead when Paul would be glorified together with 
Christ, be transformed into His likeness and receive 
the full recompense of the reward. 
This is the goal to which all Christians are 
striving earnestly to reach. It is the only thing 
of any lasting value in all of Creation. And it is 
obtained only in Christ, knowing Him personally, and 
being recreated in His likeness and image. 

But This Goal May Only Be Reached with the Greatest Effort on 
the Part of the Believer. 

A. Many Professing Christians Today Believe that there Is No 
Effort Required to Obtain the Prize. 
1.  Some believe that once they have entered into the 

Kingdom that all is done and the race is ended. 
2. Christ has done it all and there is nothing left for 

them to do except live out their lives for their own 
interests and then inherit the kingdom on the merits of 
Christ. 

3. Not seeing the road stretching out before them, and not 
fixing their eyes on Christ, they stand at the starting 
line, talking themselves into thinking that they are 
running a good race, when in fact their feet have not 
left the starting blocks. 

B. But the Bible Tells Us that Heaven Will Not Be Obtained 
without the Greatest Effort. It Requires Everything that Is 
within Us to Strive After It. 
1.  The Bible says that entrance into the kingdom of heaven 

requires a great deal of effort. 
a. Jesus said, in Luke 13:24, ”STRIVE TO ENTER BY THE 

NARROW DOOR; FOR MANY I TELL YOU, WILL SEEK TO ENTER 
AND WILL NOT BE ABLE.” 

b. And in Matthew 11:12, the kingdom is likened to a 
city under siege, with men fighting with all their 
might to enter it. Jesus said, ”AND FROM THE DAYS 
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OF JOHN THE BAPTIST UNTIL NOW THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN 

c. The Lord works differently with different people at 
SUFFERS VIOLENCE, mn VIOLENT MEN TAKE IT BY FORCE.” 

different seasons. 
(i) With some, they hear the Gospel for the first 

time, are quickened by the Spirit, and enter 
the kingdom. This is more often the case 
during the times of the mighty outpouring of 
God’s Spiri t . 

times and go through many trials before they 
come to Christ. 

(iii) And for still others, they may be awakened to 
the danger of their sins, and yet still be void 
of the grace of a new heart, and so seek long 
and hard and endure many things before they 
become partakers of it. 

(iv) In each case there is a measure of striving, 
but in this last case, there is a great deal of 
violence that the individual must do to his 
natural inclinations in order to seek Christ 
and His kingdom. 

(ii) With others, they must hear the Gospel several 

2. But once we enter the kingdom, these passages still 
apply; we must still strive forward with all our might 
to obtain the goal. 
a. Paul uses strong language to describe his personal 

pursuit of the goal. 
(i) He pressed on to lay hold of it (v. 12). 

(ii) He forgot what lies behind and reached forward 
to what was ahead (v. 13). 

(iii) He pressed on toward the goal (v. 14). 
(iv) And every Christian is called to this effort 

(v. 15). 

b. We must never forget that election does not destroy 
human responsibility and endeavor. 
(i) It is true that those who are elect will come 

to Christ, because He will graciously change 
their hearts to seek Him. 

(ii) It is also true that those who are not elect 
will not come to Christ, because their hearts 
will be left hardened in their sin, and they 
will not want to come. 

indicator that one has entered the kingdom, is 
that they will pursue earnestly after holiness 
in preparation for their eventual entrance into 
heaven. 

sit down, who do not make any progress in the 
things of the Lord, who do not earnestly race 
forward with all their might, seeking Christ 
and His kingdom, have never truly entered the 
gate at all. 

(iii) But one of the true marks of grace, and an 

(iv) Those who seem to enter into the gate and then 

(v) Salvation is a free gift of God, but once it is 
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bestowed, it will cost you everything to follow 
Christ and to see the race through to the end. 

III. Uses. What May We Learn From this Passage? 
A. First, This Passage Teaches Us that There Is Only One Goal 

that We Are to Be Aiming At, Namely Glorification with 
Christ. 
1.  There is more to life than what you see and experience 

in this world. 
a. Perhaps for some of you the things of heaven are out 

there somewhere, but what really matters to you are 
the things that are going on on the earth. 
(i) You work at your job, you come home, you spend 

time with your children, you watch sporting 
games, you participate in sports. 

yourself, doing what you want to do, without 
living every moment for God’s glory. 

what you are doing is God’s will or not. The 
final goal in your heart is your own pleasure. 

(ii) In short, you spend all of your time for 

(iii) You never ask yourself the question whether 

b. If this is the case with you, if your heart is 
really tied up in the things on earth, then you will 
not enjoy heaven. 
(i) Heaven is not a place with cable TV with 

(ii) Heaven is not a place where your favorite 
infinite channels. 

sports team wins every time. 
Heaven is not a place where you can have all 
the material goods you ever wanted. 

(iv) These things are meaningless in heaven; they 
have no value at all there. 

(v) If you don’t love above all else the things 
which are in heaven while you are on the earth, 
then heaven will not be your destination. 

(iii) 

2. Your life should be focused on preparing for your 
entrance into the next world. 
a. Life is preparation for death. 

(i) All men are preparing for the next world in this life. 
(ii) If you are an unbeliever, and you continue in 

your unbelief. then you are making your bed in 
hell everyday, in which you will also have to 
sleep some day, and all too soon. 
If you are a disciple of Christ, then you are 
everyday preparing for your eternal home, and 
all that you do is determining what that will 
be like when you arrive. 

(iii) 

b. All of life, therefore, should be lived with this 
goal in mind. 
(i) Make sure that your works are being done in a 

way which is acceptable to the Father. 
(ii) Do it out of love and thankfulness to Him. 

(iii) Do it according to how God says you ought to in 
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His Word. 
(iv) Do it with the singular goal of the glory of God. 
(v) If you do these things, then all of life will 

be preparation for glory. 

B. And Secondly, This Passage Teaches Us that This Goal Will 
Not Be Won By Little or No Effort on Our Part, But with all 
the Strength that We Have to Put into It. ”STRIVE TO ENTER 
BY THE NARROW DOOR. ” 
1.  Conversion is the beginning of the Christian life, not 

the end of it. 
a. When a child is born, if he could think in words, he 

would not say, ”Well now that I’m here, I guess there’s 
nothing left to do.” He must still grow up, go through 
extensive training, and labor his whole life. 

b. Conversion puts your feet on the narrow path, but 
for most of us there is still a great distance to 
travel to heaven’s gates. The exception being those 
whom the Lord takes to glory quickly. 

c. There is a race to run; there is a prize to obtain. 

2. Therefore, you must aim your whole life at the obtaining 
of that goal. Here is what you must do. 
a. If you have not yet entered into the kingdom of God, 

then you must repent of your sins and embrace Jesus. 
You must believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and bow 
the knee to serve and love Him for the rest of your 
life. 

b. If you have heard the gospel over and over and have 
refused to embrace Him because of the hardness of 
your heart, then you need to seek after God that He 
might give to you the grace to change your heart, 
and to willingly receive the Savior. 

must put your worldly pursuits and treasures aside 
and press forward with all your might. 
(i) You must forget what is behind you. 

c. But if you are a Christian, you must press on. You 

(a) Paul had many accomplishments, but he put 
these behind and counted them nothing. 

(b) He did not even rest upon the things that 
he had accomplished after he had become a 
Christ i an. 

(c) And so you must not rest in your former works. 
(d) The things that you have done in this 

world before coming to Christ are 
worthless. Let go of them. A s  Jesus 
said, ”REMEMBER LOT’S WIFE. ” 

(e) The things that you have done in the past 
for Christ will remain. You were obedient 
to the Lord at that time, and you will 
receive a reward for those things. 

more yet to be done. 
(f) But you must not rest on them. There is 

(ii) And you must reach forward to what is ahead of you. 
(a) The word ”pictures the runner straining 
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every nerve and muscle as he keeps on 
running with all his might toward the 
goal, his hand stretched out as if to 
grasp i t” (Hendriksen 173), 
The goal is still in front of you. 
You have not yet reached perfection; you 
have not yet reached final glorification. 
You will not reach it in this life, but 
you can make progress towards it. 
You have not yet fulfilled the course that 
the Lord set you on, even as Paul had not. 
When you will have fulfilled what the Lord 
has for you, then you will depart to be 
with Him, and not before. 
Until that time, you need to continue to 
reach forward, to move ahead; you need to 
be faithful with what the Lord is calling 
you to today. 
You must take ground and hold it and not 
allow yourself to slip backwards. 
You must press on towards being prepared 
in this world to what is in the next. 
Only those who strive for it will reach 
it! 

But you might say, ”I have been a Christian all 
my life and have never yet put forth the effort 
that you are telling me about. Why should I 
do so now?” 
The fact that you or I or anyone else live a 
particular way does not mean that we are living 
correctly. This text this morning tells us 
that Paul did not sit on his laurels, but that 
he pressed forward with all that is within him. 
Why do you think that he was able to accomplish 
as much as he did in his life? It was because 
he was striving for that for which Christ laid 
hold of him. Are you doing the same? 
But you might say, ”I’ll take the paupers road 
to heaven. It doesn’t really matter what I get 
in heaven as long as I get there. After all 
that’s what really matters anyway. 
But this text also tells us that if you do not 
labor with all your might and move toward that 
mark, if you sit on the sidelines on the road 
and don’t make it to the finish line, then you 
will not obtain heaven. 
Is Paul now preaching a works salvation? Not 
at all. He is simply saying that such is the 
life of the true believer, he continues to 
press forward out of love and thankfulness to 
the Lord. He recognizes that he no longer 
belongs to himself, but to Christ and he longs 
to know Him and to obey Him. His only goal in 
life is to give his life to the One who gave 
His life for him. This is the heart and soul 
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of the born again believer. This is what the 
Christian lives for. And this is what you will 
do, if you are His. 

4. And so, as Paul exhorts us, ”LET US THEREFORE, AS MANY 
AS ARE PERFECT, HAVE THIS ATTITUDE; AND IF IN ANYTHING 
YOU HAVE A DIFFERENT ATTITUDE, GOD WILL REVEAL THAT TO 
YOU; HOWEVER, LET US KEEP LIVING BY THAT SAME STANDARD 
TO WHICH WE HAVE ATTAINED” (w. 15-16). 
a. If you thought that you had arrived at Christian 

perfection, that your life was right where it needed 
to be, then examine it this morning by Paul’s 
admoni t ion. 

b. If you are Christ’s, He will show you your need to 
reform your life and give you the strength. 

c. And for those of you who have been moving forward 
with all your might, keep living by that standard, 
and don’t lose ground, but continue to move ahead 
toward the goal by the grace of Christ. Amen. 


