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Imagine… 
[Chariots of Fire clip] 

Context 
 In our passage today, Paul uses several military and athletic images.  The first image he uses is one taken 

from athletics.  He uses the image of a runner pressing on in a race, going “flat out” for the finish line to capture 

the prize.  Like a runner, the Christian is to forget what is behind them and press on to the goal ahead of them.  

Runners are trained not to look to the left or to the right, and especially not behind them while running. It throws 

off their stride and slows them down.  In the same way, Christians are to keep their focus on the goal. They are to 

look where they want to go. 

 We’ve been working through the book of Philippians this summer.  Remember, Philippi was a Roman 

colony, a little outpost of everything Roman, from Roman language, to law, to culture to dress.  In this little 

pocket of Romanism, the Christians in Philippi were seen as a threat.  So Paul encourages them to keep pressing 

on to the goal, in spite of the persecution they face.  Paul himself has set an incredible example of letting the big 

picture of Christ’s death and resurrection shape his understanding of the little picture, his own life experiences. 

Even when people are trying to cause Paul harm, he can rejoice because the gospel is being proclaimed. 

 So far in his letter, Paul has called on the Philippians to stand firm, to stand shoulder to shoulder against 

their enemies, and to have the same attitude as Christ Jesus who chose to leave his heavenly position of power to 

come to earth as a man, being humble and obedient even to the point of death on the cross. God glorified Christ for 

his obedience, so we can take heart that God will glorify us for our obedience too.  We are to live holy and pure 

lives and shine like stars in the dark night of our generation. 

 Having faith in Christ, believing in him and living for him, is the only currency that matters to God.  

When we receive faith in Christ from God, we are made righteous, we are put in a right relationship with God.  

We are then to live out that faith, we are to live out that newfound good relationship with God.  We are to live up 

to our new status as God’s holy people set apart for a special purpose.  We are to live up to our status as saints. 

Text 
 Keeping this in mind, what Paul has said so far, let’s turn to our passage for today, Philippians 3:12-4:1. 

What it Says 
 So what does our passage say?  What is Paul getting at?  The first thing we should highlight together is 

that Paul begins by saying he has not yet accomplished or obtained all this. To understand, we must look back at 

the previous verses.  Two weeks ago we studied these and you may recall that Paul was talking about knowing 

Christ and the power of the resurrection, the fellowship of sharing in Christ’s suffering, becoming like him in 

death and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection of the dead.   

This kind of pinnacle of Christian experience is Paul’s goal, but he has not yet achieved it.  Paul has not 

yet been made perfect or complete.  The Greek word for “perfect” can also mean “complete.” It doesn’t mean 

a theoretical perfection, but a functional perfection. It means being adequate for a task. In terms of people, it 

means being made mature.  It is the idea of being full-grown vs underdeveloped; a master vs an apprentice; an 

expert vs a student. [William Barclay, Letters to the Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, p. 65] 

And so, because Paul is not yet perfected, he says that he is pressing forward to take hold of that for which 

Christ Jesus took hold of him.  He uses this image again in the next two verses, “Forgetting what is behind and 

straining towards what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me 

heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  The image of “straining forward” for the goal “is very vivid and is used of a racer 

going hard for the tape.” [Barclay, p. 66] [pic] 

We should take note that Paul is speaking of himself. He is making personal statements about his own 

walk with Christ.  “He has spelled out his statements personally lest we should think that he is recommending for 
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others what he has not applied to himself.”  [James Montgomery Boice, Philippians, p. 233]  Paul is not sitting 

back telling others how to live, he is using himself as an example. 

Paul then shifts from his own personal experience to instructing the Christians in Philippi to look to others 

who are also following Paul’s pattern of living.  Three times from verses 16-18 Paul uses the word “living.”  He 

says we are to “live up to” what we have already attained in Christ.  He says to take note of those who live 

according to the model Paul and the other missionaries gave them. [pics] The word Paul uses for pattern is the 

word for trees growing in rows, or soldiers standing in their ranks or a fleet of ships sailing in formation. [Boice, 

p. 242]  So the image is not just about modelling your own personal life on Paul’s life, but the idea of a group of 

Christians modelling their community life on that of Paul, Silas, Luke and Timothy.  It’s not just about our own 

actions, but about finding unity of purpose and life with our fellow Christians. 

And then, as a contrast, he speaks of many who live as enemies of Christ.  These are the people whose 

god is their belly. [Pics] That is, they are ruled by their own selfish appetites. [Boice, p. 241]  They are devoted to 

self-indulgence. [J A Motyer, The Richness of Christ, 148] These people turn everything upside down and take 

pride in their sin, their shame.  They boast about their sinfulness.  But Paul doesn’t speak of them in 

condemnation, with fire and brimstone. Rather, Paul weeps for them!  “Even as Paul denounces, or exposes as a 

solemn warning, he weeps for their souls.” [J A Motyer, p. 145] 

We need to take note that Paul is not just worried about what people believe, but how they live too.  It’s 

not enough to hold correct doctrine, correct beliefs about God, one must also live them out! 

In contrast to those who have their minds set on worldly things, Christians are citizens of Heaven. 

Remember, Paul is writing to a Roman colony. As we’ve been talking about throughout this series, most of the 

residents of Philippi carried the special status of being Roman citizens. Many were retired soldiers or the 

descendants of retired soldiers.  Being a Roman citizen meant carrying Rome with you wherever you went. You 

were a representative of Rome and expected to live like a Roman wherever you went. Philippi itself was ruled by 

Roman laws, people spoke Latin and dressed like Romans, even though they were thousands of miles away from 

Rome itself.  

So Paul is being intentional in saying that Christians are citizens of heaven. We are to carry heaven with 

us wherever we go. We are to form a little pocket of heavenly culture in an otherwise very unheavenly world.  

Why? Because we eagerly await our heavenly Saviour’s return. He will transform our lowly bodies, affected by 

sin and death, into glorious bodies like his own resurrected body when he returns and sets everything under his 

control.   

Therefore, knowing we have a heavenly Saviour coming back for us, Paul says at the beginning of chapter 

4, this is how we should stand firm in the Lord.  He calls the Philippians his joy and “crown.” The crown, here, is 

not a royal crown, but the crown an athlete would win at the Olympic games, or the Corinthian games. [Barclay, p. 

70] Paul is saying, “You are my Olympic medal. You are my Stanley Cup.”  You are my reward for having run 

the race well. 

“Stand firm” is the same word Paul used at the end of chapter 1.  It means to stand shoulder to shoulder, 

like soldiers, “standing fast in the shock of battle, with the enemy surging down upon [them].” [Barclay, p. 71] 

Our hope in the return of Christ and our own transformation into resurrected people gives us courage to stand with 

one another in the face of the enemy. Just as in chapter 1, this is our sign that we will be saved and our enemy 

destroyed. 

What It Means 
Having looked at some of the highlights and expanded on some of Paul’s imagery, what does this passage 

mean? What are we to take from it?  I want to sum up Paul’s message in four parts.   

First, it’s easy to miss at the beginning, but it’s of vital importance to note that Paul’s message is founded 

on the fact that Christ has taken hold of him.  He says he wants to take hold of “that for which Christ Jesus took 

hold of me.”  A few sentences later, he says it again, that he is pressing on to the goal “to win the prize for which 

God has called me heavenward.”  Twice he says that God has first called him.  Jesus grabbed hold of Paul and 

God has called him.   

We must always remember that our Christianity is not something we have accomplished on our own. It is 

something God has accomplished in us.  Our faith is a gift from God. Jesus has taken hold of us. God has called 
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us.  We didn’t come to God and knock, Jesus came to us and knocked.   

Why is this so important? For two reasons. One, it reminds us that we are totally dependent upon Christ 

Jesus for salvation. We have nothing in and of ourselves by which we can be saved.  This means we should be 

eternally grateful to God for having saved us.  This reminder should keep us humble and grateful. 

Second, it is our source of strength when things are tough. It’s our source of strength when we hit tough 

times, whether it be sickness, persecution, or our battle with sin.  God called us. He’s not going to abandon us.  

He called us first.  It is also our source of strength when the journey gets tough in terms of discipleship.  We are 

called to run.  We are called to strive to take hold of the prize.  That’s hard work! It’s exhausting at times. [pic] 

We fall down sometimes, but we are called to get back up and run the race.  We are a fat, lazy people when it 

comes to our spirituality. It’s hard for us to get off our spiritual couches and start running the race for Jesus.  

When it’s tough to do that, remember that God called you, not the other way around. Not only do you need to 

answer when God calls, but you can take comfort in knowing that he will strengthen you when you’re getting tired 

and worn out from running the race of discipleship. 

“The call to discipleship must begin with the power of God to make a spiritually dead man alive, for only 

then are the standards of that calling significant.” [Boice, p. 221]  We can’t live the Christian life without the 

Holy Spirit. It’s impossible.  But, knowing we’ve been called by God, knowing that he has brought us from death 

to life, means we can live the life of discipleship. We have been empowered by the one who brought us to new 

life. This is what it means to be born again, or born from above. We’ve been brought from death to life in Christ 

and given the power through the Spirit to live that new life of a disciple.  As Ravi Zacharias says, “Jesus didn’t 

come to make bad people good, but to make dead people live!”  That is the life of a disciple- to live the new life 

that Jesus brings. 

Having been brought to life in Christ by the Spirit, we are then called to strive.  We are called to 

press on for the goal. If you compare the lifestyle of an Olympic athlete to that of a regular person, you’re going to 

see a remarkable difference. If you want to be an athlete yourself, you’re going to want to model your lifestyle on 

that of an Olympic athlete, not a couch potato!  The Olympic athlete is disciplined not only in their physical 

training, but in their eating habits, their sleeping habits, and even the clothes they wear when they train and 

compete.  There is an incredibly amount of discipline required in all aspects of your life if you are to be a 

world-class athlete.   In the same way, Christians who are mature understand the discipline required to live for 

Christ. [Barclay, p. 67] “The heavenly prize demands a strain, a grasp, calling on one’s whole being. The 

spiritually athletic life of pressing on brings life’s deepest satisfaction and sense of achievement.” [Halford E. 

Luccock, More Preaching Values from the Epistles of Paul, p. 201] 

But our discipleship is not just about our individual lives. It’s also about our life together as the people of 

God. Remember, Paul used the imagery of rows of trees, soldiers or ships sailing in formation.  CS Lewis used 

the same image of ships sailing together in his book Mere Christianity.  He speaks of three things necessary for a 

fleet to be successful. [pic] First, they must all be headed to the same location. They must have the same goal. If 

the fleet is sailing to Calcutta, say, then a ship headed to NY has no business being with them!  

Second, each ship must be, if you’ll pardon the pun, “ship shape.” That is, each ship must be in proper 

order, not sinking, able to sail and make the journey.  Third, each ship must be steered in such a way as to not 

bump into or collide with the other ships in the fleet or to get in the other ships’ way. [CS Lewis, cited in Boice, p. 

242]  So the church, the body of Christians, are sail together as a fleet.  We are to have the same goal- to be made 

Christlike so as to give glory to God and proclaim the gospel.  If that’s not your goal, if that’s not your 

destination, then you have no business being part of the fleet!  You’re headed in the wrong direction! 

Individual discipleship, our individual spiritual disciplines, are the equivalent of keeping each ship in 

good order. We must each look after our own spiritual growth and maturation.  We are each responsible for 

learning, growing and producing fruit.  We are each responsible to grow and serve. 

Finally, we must learn how to get along with one another in love, not bumping into one another or getting 

in each other’s way as we head to our goal.  We have to learn how to forgive and reconcile, how to communicate 

and work together. We have to learn how to stand as one, shoulder to shoulder, protecting our neighbour as well as 

ourselves. 

The third point or lesson we can take from this passage is that our world is not in step with heaven at all.  
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The world around us, which often infects us, is ruled by its appetites.  Our culture has never met a desire it didn’t 

satisfy. The main driving force of our culture is to meet every want or desire anybody has.  If the desire is good or 

bad never comes into question. We just satisfy it.  Our culture then glories in its shame. We glorify our 

sinfulness.  Have you ever heard people brag about how drunk they got on the weekend?  Have you ever stopped 

to wonder why we glorify actors, musicians and athletes regardless of how they actually live their lives?  They 

entertain us.  They satisfy our desire not to be bored.  So we don’t question their morality, their intellect, their 

ideas or anything. In fact, we often listen to what they have to say and swallow it hook, line and sinker without 

even thinking about it! 

Gay pride parades are another example of glorying in our shame.  If what we do the bedroom is 

supposedly private and none of anybody else’s business, why have parades about a certain sexual orientation?  

We don’t have heterosexual pride parades.  But our culture glories in its shame.  There has been a complete 

“reversal of moral standards.” [Motyer, p. 149]  But lest we think this is something new, Paul saw it two 

thousand years ago in his culture and Isaiah saw it hundreds of years before Paul in his culture too! Isaiah 5:20 

warns “Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, 

who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.” This has been the problem since the Fall of humanity. We 

choose darkness instead of light, evil over good and call that which is bitter sweet, in order to rationalize our 

decisions. 

At the heart of the issue is where we have set our minds. Our thoughts and beliefs matter. They shape the 

way we live our lives.  For the world, they have their minds set on worldly things.  But Christians are to set their 

minds on heaven and our heavenly saviour. This is how we live out our heavenly citizenship. We must shift our 

minds from the worldly to the holy.  We have to look where we want to go.  We have to set our minds on 

what we want to pursue.  If our minds are set on earthly or worldly things, that is where we will go. That is how 

we will live.  If, however, we grab hold of our minds and wrestle them away from worldly things, likely kicking 

and screaming the whole way, and set them on heavenly things, we will find our lives follow suit. 

The fourth point in Paul’s argument actually ties back in to the first one.  Our citizenship is in heaven and 

we eagerly await our Saviour from there. His power is such that he will bring all things under his control. His 

return will mean complete victory.  And that same power will transform us completely too.  Just as Paul began 

with the point that God has called us, Christ has grabbed hold of us and therefore we have the power to grab hold 

of the prize, he concludes with a reminder of Christ’s power, at work in us, transforming us now in anticipation of 

his complete victory and our own radical transformation too. 

We know what we have in store in the future. We know Jesus will return in victory. That is where our 

minds should be set.  That is where our life trajectory should be taking us.  That is how we run the race, grasp the 

prize, stand shoulder to shoulder and face the onslaught of the world that glories in its shame and is destined for 

destruction! 

Why It Matters 
So how do we apply this? How do we take this home? What does this matter?   

Christians are called to strive.  We are not called to strive for our salvation. That has already been granted 

to us. We do not strive in order to be justified in God’s eyes. That is the work of Christ.  We are called to strive, 

though, to grasp what we have been grasped for.  We have been called by God to produce good fruit. We are to 

strive to produce that fruit.  

We cannot take the attitude “Let go and let God.” That’s garbage. [Motyer, p. 141]  We take hold of 

God’s sanctifying grace by unrelenting obedient activity. [Motyer, p. 141]  We must strive to put to use the 

tools of growth and maturity that God gives us through the Spirit. The power is God’s power, but we must 

put it to use. 

That means that we can never take the attitude, “I am within God’s grace.  He will forgive whatever I do, 

so do whatever I want.” [Barclay, p. 66]  We cannot be lazy because we’ve been forgiven.  We must continue to 

work out our salvation with fear and trembling. We can trust God to forgive us when we fall, but we cannot abuse 

that grace and think we will be excused for not even trying to get up and run.  We have to learn and grow, we 

have to recognize our mistakes and learn from them. We can’t just say, “Oh, God forgave me for that. It’s done 

now.” We have to say, “Thank God he forgave me!  How to I grow to not do that again?”   
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[pics] Our conduct must line up with our citizenship! As most of you know, I’m American.  I cringe at 

some of the stories I hear about American tourists.  It’s terribly embarrassing.  Canadians, in particular, love to 

tell stories about Americans in other countries and some of the completely ignorant things they say and do.  It’s 

shameful. 

But what about you? You’re a Heavenly Citizen.  You’re just a tourist here on earth.  Do people look at 

you and laugh?  Do other citizens of heaven cringe at your behaviour?  Do you give Heaven a bad name?   

We must live as citizens of heaven, knowing our Lord, our King, our President is coming soon to make 

this world his own again.  We must keep Jesus’ return in the centre of our minds if we are to live as citizens of 

heaven! It will completely shape the way you live day to day.  “If you’re expecting the Lord’s return, then this 

conviction ought to alter your concern for social issue as well as other things…. If you are contemplating some 

sin, perhaps a dishonest act in business, or [flirting] with sex outside of marriage, perhaps cheating on your 

income tax return- then the return of Jesus Christ has not made its proper impression on you!” [Boice, p. 249] 

We need to daily pray and think about what it means to be a citizen of heaven in this world. We need to 

learn to run all our decisions, our actions, our activities and even our speech through the filter of “What will this 

say about me as a citizen of heaven?” or “As a citizen of heaven, will this properly reflect heaven to the people 

around me?” 

We don’t want to be “stereotypical heavenly tourists,” embarrassing our home nation. [pics] Instead, we 

want to be the competitive athletes representing our home nation in the Olympic games of life.  We want to be 

striving for the goal, disciplining ourselves, training our bodies to conform to our wishes, training with a laser-like 

focus on the goal of winning the crown held out by Jesus. 

Therefore, my brothers and sisters whom I love, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in 

the Lord, dear friends! Amen. 


