
 

“Press Onward Towards the Heavenly Goal” 
(Philippians 3:1-16) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  This morning, we were exhorted by the author to the Hebrews to keep watch over 
our hearts that they would not become hardened.  He also exhorted us to encourage one another 
in Christ day after day, as long as it is still called today, that is, as long as there is still time, so 
that sin would not deceive us and bring us into bondage.  Tonight, I would like for us to 
consider some principles from the Word of God which should be helpful to us in this regard.   
  It would be good at this point for us to review the main goals of the Christian life.  
Remember that God originally created us for His glory, that is, that we might bring Him honor.  
We do this when we obey His commandments, not simply externally, but internally as well, that 
is, not just in outward obedience, but inward.  When we reflect His character both in our actions 
and in our hearts, then we bring glory to Him.  And God made us so that we could do this.  
Now we cannot increase the glory of God, for that is already infinite.  God does not receive 
anything from us when we glorify Him.  But giving Him glory is the right thing to do, because 
He deserves it.  And when we honor Him, He gives back to us more than we could ever give to 
Him, for in essence, we cannot give Him anything.   
  But of course there is a problem, there is something which hinders us from doing what it is 
that God made us to do.  That something is sin.  It is that sin which we inherited from our 
forefather Adam, when he fell in the garden.  As long as we are under the guilt and corruption of 
that sin, we cannot honor God, and therefore cannot receive His blessing, but only His curse.  
Therefore, God sent His Son into the world to restore to us that ability, to cleanse us from our 
sins and to renew our hearts in grace, that we might again glorify Him.  And when we trust in 
Christ, our sins are removed, His perfect righteousness is imputed to us, and we are enabled by 
His Spirit to again do what He made us to do, although very imperfectly.   
  But here is where many Christians fall short in their understanding of God’s plan.  Even 
though we are saved through the works of Christ alone, that does not mean that our works are 
unimportant to God.  This is the danger of antinomianism.  Antinomianism says that since 
Christ has done it all, we do not need to do thing, but only thank Him.  The Law means nothing 
to us.  Christ has done away with it.  Now it is true that we are to offer God an acceptable 
sacrifice of praise, the fruit of lips that gives glory to His name.  But it is not true that this is all 
He wants from us.  He saved us that we might again reflect His glory by a life which is 
consecrated to Him.  Paul writes, “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 
works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).  James 
writes that a man’s faith is shown to be genuine by the works that faith produces.  He says, 
“You see that faith was working with his works, and as a result of the works, faith was 
perfected” (2:22).  Works done according to the righteous standard of the Law of God are the 
perfecting or completion of faith, which means that they are the fruit which God desires to see.  
Christ reverses the results of the Fall  in us, by restoring us to what God originally made us to 
be:  men, women and children who reflect His nature in our hearts and actions.   
  Seeing then that this is God’s goal in saving us, we ought to do all that we can to 
cooperate, or to work together with God.  Paul writes earlier in this letter to the Philippians, “So 
then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not in my presence only, but now much more 
in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in 
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you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (2:12-13).  God is the One who works in 
you, both the desire to obey and the actual carrying out of that obedience.  That work which He 
does is the working out of your salvation.   
  Our passage this evening gives to us further encouragement on how we might so order our 
lives to attain this goal.  And what it shows us is that,  
 
  We must continually press forward towards Christ likeness if we are to obtain the prize.   
 
I.  Paul uses his own life as an example to them of what they should do.  Basically, they 

are to follow him as he follows Christ.  He begins by warning them not to put their 
confidence in the flesh.  He writes, “Finally, my brethren, rejoice in the Lord.  To write 
the same things again is no trouble to me, and it is a safeguard for you.  Beware of the 
dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware of the false circumcision;  for we are the true 
circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no 
confidence in the flesh” (vv. 1-3).   
 A.  In this passage, he clearly distinguishes between true and false religion.   

1.  He first exhorts them to a lifestyle of rejoicing, for there is much in Christ that should 
give us a deep rooted and long lasting joy.   

2.  But then he addresses a warning to them.   
a.  The warning is to beware, or to keep a carefully guarded eye on, the Jews.   
b.  They do not do the works of the Lord, but the works of the devil.  They are evil 

workers.   
c.  They do not possess the true circumcision of the heart, but only that which is 

external, in their flesh.   
d.  The Philippians are to beware of them, for they mean to harm them, by bringing 

them back into a distorted understanding of the covenant of God, that a man might 
be saved through the observance of the Old Covenant ceremonial system, a warning 
which is echoed again and again in the book of Hebrews.   

e.  These men, as sincere as they might be, as zealous as they might be for their 
religion, are evil in the sight of God, for they do not walk according to the truth.   

 
3.  And then Paul tells us what true religion is like.  “For we are the true circumcision, 

who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the 
flesh.”  
a.   Those who are truly converted, who have received the internal circumcision of the 

heart by the Holy Spirit, may be distinguished by these marks.   
b.  They worship in the Spirit of God, for such, Jesus told us, the Father seeks to be His 

worshippers (John 4:23).  Their worship is elevated beyond that of a mere fleshly 
observance of tradition.  It is motivated by a true love for God and zeal for His 
glory, that which the Spirit works in the hearts of all of His children.   

c.  They glory in Christ Jesus.  They exult in Him.  They lift Him up as the captain of 
their salvation.  They glory in His work and in His redemption.   

d.  And in doing so, of course, they put no confidence in the flesh.  They do not rely 
on their works, either the works of the moral Law or the works of the ceremonial 
law.  Their trust is in Christ and in Christ alone.   
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B.  And now Paul draws upon his own life as an example of one who had done many things 
in the flesh, who had a zeal for the Law, according to a covenant of works.  He writes, 
“Although I myself might have confidence even in the flesh.  If anyone else has a mind to 
put confidence in the flesh, I far more:  circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, 
of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a 
persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless” 
(vv. 4-6).   
1.  If zeal for religion, if the works of the flesh could have saved anyone, it would have 

saved Paul.   
a.  He had a timely circumcision, according to the Law.   
b.  He was born a Jew, of the tribe of Benjamin, of the covenant people of God.  He 

was a Hebrew among the Hebrews.   
c.  With regard to the Law, he was of that sect which had the most zeal for it than any 

other.  He was a Pharisee.   
d.  Paul also was the most zealous of the Pharisees, for he, above all the others, 

relentlessly persecuted the church.   
e.  And with regard to the qualifications of his sect, he met them all.  He fulfilled what 

every Pharisee believed was necessary to be righteous in the sight of God.  He was 
blameless before these men.   

 
2.  But yet these great accomplishments of his life meant nothing to him after he came to 

Christ.  “But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for 
the sake of Christ” (v. 7).   
a.  They were gain.  At one time they were very important.  But not now.  When Paul 

came to Christ, the Law took on a whole new character, and sin revived in him.  He 
realized that his righteousness was just a sham.  He had measured it by a standard 
which was far short of God’s standard.  The result was that he died (Rom. 7:9).   

b.  His works were no longer important to him.  All they produced was death.  And so 
they were thrown away as useless.   

 
3.  And this is the first principle that we can learn from this personal account of Paul on 

how to press forward, namely, to throw aside all of our own accomplishments, which 
we thought we had done, apart from Christ.   
a.  There are so many in this world, Christians included, who look at doing great things 

in the world as a goal of great value.  If my son becomes a doctor, or a lawyer, or 
the president of the United States, then he has done something truly great.  But, 
though it may be great in the eyes of men, it is evil in the eyes of God, if it is not 
done for His glory.   

b.  If any or all of these things are done in the flesh, they amount to exactly nothing in 
His sight.  And that is how we should value them, as nothing.   

c.  But more than that, even the works we have done as Christians, if we are relying 
upon them in any way to bolster our position in the sight of God on the day of His 
judgment, we must count as loss in the light of the surpassing righteousness of 
Christ, which makes them all pale by comparison.   

d.  Let this serve as a warning to us not to rest in the things which we have done.  If 
we rest in our own works at all for our salvation, we are not resting on Christ alone.  
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And if we are not resting on Christ alone, we have not yet received the grace of 
Christ unto salvation, for that grace will compel us, as it did Paul, to turn from 
ourselves completely, and to embrace Christ alone.   

 
II.  Having considered his past, Paul secondly turns to consider the present state of his life.  

He says, “More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 
count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not 
having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith 
in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, that I may 
know Him, and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being 
conformed to His death” (vv. 8-10).   
A.  Paul not only considers the things he has done in the past to be loss, but also those things 

in the present, that he might gain Christ.   
1.  The value of knowing Christ is so much greater.   

a.  To know Christ is to become a partaker of His works, which are so much better than 
ours, for they are perfect works, performed by One who is no mere man, but a 
God-man.   

b.  Christ’s works are able to release a man from the sentence of death and hell, and to 
give him an everlasting inheritance in the heavens.   

c.  Therefore to know Christ, to be in a personal and intimate union with Him, is of 
surpassing value.   

d.  But that which makes Christ of surpassing value above all the rest is that He is a 
Being of transcendent excellency and majesty.  He is God, as well as man.  To 
know Him is to be in union with the most worthy of all Beings in all the universe.   

 
2.  Whom shall we compare with Christ?  What shall we compare with Him?  Next to 

Christ, nothing comes close.  Certainly nothing any man can do.   
a.  Paul rightly ascribes to his best works in the present as loss; worse than loss, as 

dung in the streets.  He saw his own righteousness as Isaiah, as filthy rags in the 
sight of the One who is so pure that He must humble Himself to behold the things 
which are in heaven, and in the earth!   

b.  He therefore willingly suffers the loss of all things, that he may gain Christ.   
c.  And Christ has told us that we must be willing to surrender all things to Him, if we 

are to be His disciples.  We must give up our closest relations, our nearest and 
dearest kindred, all of our worldly possessions, and our lives also, if need be, not 
only the time and energy which we possess, but also our very life’s blood, if He 
should require it of us.  Certainly, Christ is worthy.   

 
B.  Paul casts everything aside, secondly, that he might be found in Christ.   

1.  Paul recognized that there are certain things which a man must do in order that he 
might be found in Christ on the final day.   
a.  Don’t confuse this with works.  The placing aside of all of our own works and 

goods and relations is not a work by which we gain the favor of God.  It is a work 
which the Lord works in us, whereby we see the surpassing value of Christ and 
willingly lay all aside to obtain Him.   
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b.  This must be done, or we will not be found in Christ.  But God insures that His 
children will do this, by putting it in their hearts.   

c.  And once we do this, we will also be found to be clothed with His perfect 
righteousness, the righteousness which comes on the basis of faith.  When we are 
united to Christ by grace through faith, all that Christ has becomes ours.  Of special 
importance is His perfect record of law-keeping, the only one which will pass the 
righteous judgment of God.   

d.  It is by faith alone, that it might be by grace alone.  If it were not of faith alone, 
then there would be something which we must add.  But there is nothing which we 
could possibly contribute, for all our works are as a hill of dung.   

 
2.  Paul sets all things aside that he might gain Christ, that he might be found in Christ, 

and that he might know Christ.   
a.  Not that he might know about Him, but that he might know Him, that he might 

know Him intimately, as a friend.   
b.  But to know Him intimately means to become a partaker of Christ, both in His 

triumph and in His sufferings.   
c.  To share in the power of His resurrection means to share in the power which raised 

Him from the dead.  This power, which is implanted by the Holy Spirit, is meant not 
only to raise us on the final day, but also in the present day, to raise us from spiritual 
sloth and slumber to newness of life, to holy zeal.  You have seen the work which 
the Spirit did through Paul.  And it is a great power, able to overcome all of the 
obstacles which the devil, the world, or our flesh can put in our path.   

d.  But if we are to share in that glorious power, we must be willing also to share in His 
sufferings.  We must be willing to share in His death.  Paul wrote concerning 
Christ, “For the death that He died, He died to sin, once for all; but the life that He 
lives, He lives to God.  Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to 
God in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:10-11).   

e.  We must be willing to die to sin.  We must be willing to put our most beloved and 
cherished sins to death.  Somewhat paradoxically it is the only way of life for the 
Christian.  Paul writes, “For if you are living according to the flesh, you must die; 
but if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live: 
(Rom. 8:13).   

f.  In doing this, we will surely stand out from the rest of the world.  And when we 
stand out enough, we will surely suffer persecution from their hands, even as our 
Savior said we would.  But we must be willing to share in His sufferings, if we are 
to wear the crown of life.   

 
3.  And here is the second principle that I want you to see from this text as to how we 

might press forward to glorify God.  We must not only not let the things of the past 
hold us down or content us in any way, but we must also be willing to let go of the 
things in the present, in order that we might gain Christ.   
a.  Christ told us that we must be willing to give up everything to follow Him.  He 

said, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his 
cross, and follow Me.  For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; but whoever 
loses his life for My sake shall find it.  For what will a man be profited, if he gains 
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the whole world, and forfeits his soul?  Or what will a man give in exchange for his 
soul” (Matt. 16:24-26).   

b.  We cannot hold onto this life and still expect to save it in the next.  We cannot 
possess the world and Christ.  We cannot follow Christ without denying ourselves.  
We must die to ourselves, and give ourselves wholly to Him.   

c.  We must surrender all to Him.  We must especially lay aside the sin which so easily 
entangles us and run the race with patience (Heb. 12:1).  We must not allow 
ourselves to have our affections divided.  Our hearts must be unreservedly given to 
Christ.   

d.  And so severe the ties with those things which are contrary to Him.  Stop doing 
things merely because you want to do them.  Begin doing everything that you do for 
Christ and according to His Word.  Do it all for His glory, and not for yours.   

 
III.  Lastly, and very briefly, Paul looks to the future.  He says, “I do this . . . in order that 

I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Not that I have already obtained it, or 
have already become perfect, but I press on in order that I may lay hold of that for 
which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.  Brethren, I do not regard myself as 
having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching 
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of 
God in Christ Jesus.  Let us therefore, as many as are perfect, have this attitude; and if 
in anything you have a different attitude, God will reveal that also to you; however, let 
us keep living by that same standard to which we have attained” vv. 11-16).   
A.  Again, Paul does these things in order that he might attain to the resurrection from the 

dead, that he might be grouped with the righteous.   
1.  Paul realized that there was a race to run and a prize to be won.   
2.  He realized that he couldn’t sit idly by and expect to have it handed to him on the day 

of judgment.   
3.  He had yet to attain to it.  He had not yet become perfect.  But he pressed forward to 

lay hold of that for which Christ Jesus laid hold of him.   
4.  He purposed to forget what lay behind, and to reach forward to what was ahead, 

always striving forward in his service to the Lord.   
 

B.  And here is our last point to help us in our pressing forward:  it is the striving forward to 
what is ahead.   
1.  This morning we saw that there was need for perseverance to enter into God’s rest.  

The same thing is shown to us here.   
2.  We must press on if we are to reach the finish line.  We may not sit idly by.  We must 

continually strive forward.   
3.  Jesus said, “Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you, will seek to enter 

and will not be able” (Luke 13:24).   
4.  We must, as Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “Run in such a way that you may win” (1 

Cor. 9:24).   
5.  Do not be content to sit where you are spiritually.  Do not be satisfied with your life as 

it now is.  Do not be happy with your past love and service for the Lord.   
6.  Move forward, grow, achieve greater acts of love and sacrifice for Him.  And even 

when your body is old and worn out, do not stop loving Him, do not stop serving Him.  
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Give yourself fully to Him, for He is worthy of all of you.   
7.  Christ gave Himself fully for us that He might have us for His own possession.  And 

now He calls us to give ourselves fully to Him to show Him that we love Him.  Let us 
therefore do so willingly and readily.  Let our reply to Him be, as Calvin’s was, “My 
heart I give you, promptly and sincerely.”  Amen.   


