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Our text is such a great passage of Scripture which describes the zeal and focus God would have for each one of us as we live for Him. The Apostle Paul is continuing his own testimony in our text, but it is a testimony which is a challenge to us as we seek to follow his example. From our previous study, Paul has explained he counts everything as loss in his previous life and that he might gain Christ and know Christ.
Straining Toward the Goal

 12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because 
Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I 
do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in 
anything you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you. 16 Only let us hold true to what we have 
attained.
In Philippians 1, the Apostle Paul gives the call of this entire letter when he says,

27 Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am 
absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the 
faith of the Gospel…

Every believer is called by God to live the life of a missionary. By this, I mean God does not divide His children into two classes: one class is that very ardent and very passionate and very dedicated group of Christians and another class which is involved but somewhat complacent, one which has Christ but it is not really fully devoted to Him. One class lives for the opportunity to share the Gospel of Jesus everyday they rise to a new adventure and another class which shares their faith so infrequently, if at all. Every believer in Jesus Christ is called to live the life of a missionary.

I was humbled this week as my brother, who is a pastor in the Bloomington area, told me of a thirteen year old boy in his church, a boy who is living the life of a missionary. Precious Gavin has been struggling with cancer for most of his life and he is loosing this battle. This last year he has had his foot amputated because of this, but Gavin is a young man of God. He knows Jesus and he knows of God’s calling upon his life. 

My brother told me of a meeting Gavin had at the hospital as the counselors on staff who help children in their cancer battles wanted to meet with him. They wanted to meet with him to discuss Gavin’s life goals after his last surgery. Gavin’s father said it may be difficult to get Gavin to talk at that point with all that had been going on. Both thought it may be Gavin’s goal to get back on his hockey skates, as he did after his foot had been amputated. The counselor met with Gavin, anticipating it may take some time in conversation to draw him out. But, it was not long before the counselor came out and met with Gavin’s father. 

He said, “Well, it took me about fifteen seconds to find out Gavin’s goal. Gavin wants to be a missionary.” The counselor then related how Gavin had said he knew his skating days were over and he would never skate again. But, he wanted to tell as many people as he could about Jesus and how they could go to Heaven.” The counselor related Gavin told his father how Gavin wanted the counselor to go to Heaven, also. Gavin has been living that goal with a passion.

Recently, at a meeting in Gavin’s hospital room, Gavin, his parents, one of the pastors in the church, Pastor Larry, and a bunch of doctors and medical personnel told Gavin there was nothing more medical science could offer by way of a cure. Immediately upon the doctors sharing this bad news with Gavin, Gavin began boldly proclaiming his faith in Jesus and he boldly proclaimed he was going to go to Heaven and he had Jesus as his Savior. 
Gavin had prepared for this meeting with the doctors by lining up Gospel tracts upon which he had personally written his name so they could get in touch with him. He wanted each of the medical team to take one. One of the doctors,  from India, shared her belief, “Gavin, we all serve different gods and we are all going to the same place, though.” Gavin looked at her and he said, “No! That is not right.” In a passionate plea he said, “Please talk to Pastor Larry,” because he felt Pastor Larry truly could explain more and Pastor Larry did.

At the end of that meeting, Gavin was in tears and the doctors asked him why. He replied, “I just wish you took more seriously what I want to give to you.” He was in tears, not because of his illness, but because of his passion.

Gavin is home from the hospital and whom ever comes to the door, he wants to talk with them about the Gospel and about Jesus. He wants to give to them Gospel literature. Last week he shared with his grandmother because he was not sure whether or not she knows Jesus.

He has run out of Gospel tracts and he has asked for more because that is what he does. 

My brother writes, “Gavin knows the truth in John 9:4, ‘As long as it is day we must do the works of Him who sent Me. Night is coming when no one can work.’” Gavin is living a life with eternal significance because he has come to know Jesus, by faith, as his personal Savior and with that he has come to hear God’s call upon his life: God has an eternally, significant work for him to accomplish and he obeys Him. He wants to know God more and he wants to serve God.
Every believer in Jesus is called to live the life of a missionary. When we consider that truth from Scripture, we ask the question: How am I living my life? Am I living a life of eternal significance. Am I living a life of temporal nature which is passing away? 

Will we then pray and ask God, “God, would You conform my life so that everyday, when I get up in the morning, I would live my life with eternal significance in view and that I would hear Your call upon my life and I would obey You and not the other voice and that I would do Your will?”

It is possible to be a missionary and not live a missionary’s life. It is possible to not be a missionary and, yet, live a missionary’s life. God calls each one of us to live a life of eternal significance and it is not so much our station so much as it is the passion that wells up in our heart as a result of God’s life inside of us. God does not call some of His children to an eternal purpose and not others.

Through this study in our text, we want to be encouraged in our pursuit of a missionary life. Paul is a missionary. He planted a church in Philippi. Ten years after planting this church he is writing this letter and he communicates four specific traits which mark a missionary’s life. 

The first trait the Apostle Paul mentions is that of a special purpose in God’s salvation. Paul knows God has a purpose for him in saving him. Paul never got over the grace he received when Jesus met him as he was traveling the road to Damascus for the purpose of persecuting believers. On that day Paul discovered  Jesus was not someone to be despised, but He was someone to desire. 

Paul did not see Jesus as desirable until that day, but God cast a Light from Heaven upon him and by God’s grace Paul saw the glory of God in the face of Jesus for the first time and he was overwhelmed. This experience with Jesus we not merely an emotional instance which burned like flash paper for a moment and then is gone, but thirty years after his conversion, Paul writes these words to the saints in Philippi,


3:7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as loss 
because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all 
things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ…
Again, this is not some emotional flash some thirty years later. He is writing with that kind of passion and zeal to gain Christ and to know Christ. From that day forward, Paul becomes relentless in his pursuit of a deeper, intimate, and personal knowledge of Jesus. Paul wants to experience Jesus’ love and wonder over Jesus’ beauty, increasingly, each day he lives. This becomes Paul’s driving passion in life. That is why, he says later,

10 that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in 
his death…

Paul treasures Jesus so much he even desires to share in Jesus’ sufferings because he knows that in sharing in Jesus’ sufferings he finds the path to sweeter communion with Christ, and he says it is worth the pain and difficulty. 

Paul does not back away from persecution when it is required to do the will of God, but he moves toward it. Paul knows, even as he writes of a life totally devoted to Jesus, many will be reading this letter, will nod, and will say, “That is good for you, Paul, but that is not me. It is just not practical. You do not understand my life, my family, my job, my responsibilities. Good for you, Paul, but I am not there.”

Paul encourages us by talking about his calling, why he pressing on, and why he is so passionate and so zealous,

12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ 
Jesus has made me his own.
Paul is convinced he has not arrived at his goal yet. He has not been completely conformed to Jesus’ image and he does not know Jesus as deeply as Jesus can be known. For all the distance he has covered in thirty years of life in Christ, Paul still has miles to go before he sleeps. He does not let the illusiveness of the goal discourage him and he presses on. Why? He does this because Christ Jesus has made him His own and that is Paul’s motivation.

The principle we learn is: God’s Divine purpose for our lives motivates us to pursue Him and His work wholly. It is God’s purpose which motives us and He calls us to something eternally great and He does not want us to miss the joy He designs for us. He calls us with a specific purpose in mind.

I love the idea which stands behind the word Paul uses to describe Jesus’ action upon his life. He says, “Christ Jesus has made me His own.” That phrase, “made me His own”, is very forceful. The ancient Greek historian, Herodotus, used this same word in one of his battle reports and he used this word to describe the enemy retreating and the Greek army pursuing and seizing the retreating, grabbing hold of, and laying hold of the retreating foe. It is a forceful, even violent, word. 
Paul tells us, “Jesus has seized me! He has laid hold of me, even as I was retreating, even as I was going forward to persecute and move away from Christ. Christ grabbed hold of me and He seized me by His grace.” That is what God does for everyone of His children. It is the story and the testimony of every Christian. 

The church father, Theodoret,
 paraphrases this verse using a hunting analogy instead of a military one. Here is how he puts it, “It was He who first caught me in His net for I was fleeing Him and was turned well away and He caught me as I fled, but now, in turn, I am the pursuer and my desire is of catching Him.” Paul uses those two same words: I am seizing hold of Christ because Christ first seized hold of me that I may not be a disappointment in His saving work. 
In John 15, Jesus said,


16 “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit…”

Jesus tells us we did not choose Him but he seized hold of us. 

I was raised in a Godly Christian home and in a healthy Christian church, but I am a Christian and a child of God, not because of my parents and not because of my church, because God, in His grace, seized hold of my heart. I was born a rebel through-and-through. I was born resisting God. I was born dead in my sins and a son of disobedience and by nature a child of wrath. That is me and that is everyone of us. I needed God to pursue me when I was not interested in pursuing Him and that is what God did. That is what God does to everyone of His children. Jesus grabs hold of us and He rescues us from our sin.
Has Jesus grabbed hold of you? Have you been seized by Christ when you were kids? You are His prisoner now and you are His child.

If you say, “I do not know,” I will tell you, do not despair. If we desire to be seized by Christ, He is not far from us. We can call out to Him. Scripture tells us,


Romans 10:13 For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

So, we do not be discouraged that we must be “seized” by Christ in order to be saved and rescued. We need to simply call out upon Him. Even that, the seizing, is a secret work and our desire to know God is because God is working in our hearts and He calling us to Himself. 

Notice our call motivates us to missionary living because our call includes a Divine, eternal purpose. When Paul was seized by Jesus on the road to Damascus, Jesus had an eternal purpose for Paul’s life, even before Paul repents and believes in Him. The Book of Acts tells this story three times. Luke does not want us to miss this story because it is central and Paul’s testimony of conversion becomes a model for every testimony of conversion, even though there will be details which will be different. 

Jesus meets Paul and Jesus says,


26:14 “…‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ 15 And I said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom you are persecuting. 16 But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, 17 delivering you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you 18 to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’”
This purpose was before Paul repented and believed and it was a purpose Jesus had for him. Paul is sent by Jesus to Damascus after this event. Jesus comes to Ananias and He tells Ananias, “Go to Paul and minister to him.” Ananias is afraid to go because he knows Paul’s reputation as a persecutor,


Acts 9:15 But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the 
Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel.”
Most of the call of God’s salvation upon our life includes a call for us to be an instrument in God’s hands and that is what we are. We are now chosen instruments if we are in Christ. 
Recently, I had my second cataract surgery and I thank God for how the outcome has been. They took me into a room and they had some specific instruments that are specifically designed to do this specific kind of surgery. These are chosen instruments; instruments designed for a specific purpose to help people who need to have their old lens cut out, think of that, and new ones put in so the person can see. It is wonderful. These instruments in that room do not make the decisions in the midst of surgery, before, during, or after. They are simply instruments resting in the surgeon’s hands. They submit to the surgeon’s use, but in this they have great purpose. Apart from the surgeon, these instruments are merely hunks of metal and glass. They have no real meaning to themselves, apart from the master using them for a specific purpose.

And, that is what we read about Paul. God tells Ananias, “Paul is my chosen instrument,” but Paul is not the only person God designed to be a chosen instrument. He does so for each one of us. Ephesians 2 tells the Gospel,


8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a 
result of works, so that no one may boast.
That is the Gospel. If we are going to be rescued from our sins, it will upon the basis of God’s grace through faith in Him. But, I love Verse 10 as well, and it is often missing because it connects God’s calling to salvation with God’s calling to an eternal purpose,


10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that 
we should walk in them.
These “good works” were prepared for us before the world began and before we were born. Each person’s call is unique to the individual, yet each person’s call is similar. It is similar that each one of us has a call which centers our life upon the Gospel and upon Jesus. Each one of us has a call which gives us eternal meaning. Each one of us has a call which requires the full commitment of our lives. Each one of us has a call which is given from God in His love for us. It is good and wonderful call.
If we desire to live the life of a missionary, we need to begin here and we need to begin thinking about our salvation. First, we must be born again. Are you? Do you know Christ Jesus? Has Christ laid hold of you? If not, call out to Him in faith. This is something real which happens inside of the heart of a person who calls out to God in faith. If that has been your experience, “Yes, I have called out upon God and God has graciously saved me,” begin there and ask, “Why has God rescued me,” and know, just as surely as the Apostle Paul had an eternally designed purpose and call behind this rescue and salvation, what is true of Paul is true of each one of us. That is why Paul is saying, “I want to press on. I do not want to miss out on this. God gave me this amazing and eternally meaningful call. I am pressing on toward it and I am marching forward. That is my motivation and my drive.”
The second mark that makes a missionary’s life is a simple humility in self-evaluation,


12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect…13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made 
it my own.
Paul possesses the proper understanding of his need to press on. He does not rest upon his past spiritual experiences and he does not rest upon his past service. Think of Paul, after thirty years of service he is certainly on of the guys who could have. He has done much. For anyone else, it is about time to retire and take it easy, but that is not Paul. He is pressing on as forcefully, with as great energy and zeal as he had from the very beginning. 

The principle we learn is: When we fail to evaluate ourselves rightly we open up ourselves to a life of spiritual complacency. If we believe we have already arrived at some spiritual state of completion, we may ask, “Why would I work so hard to gain more of Christ and His power. I have already received enough. It is enough.” 

Yes, Paul received the righteousness of Christ, but he knew there was more of Christ’s righteousness to experience. Yes, Paul committed himself to the Lord’s work, but he knew there was more fruit yet to harvest. Yes, Paul had seen God do miraculous things through him, but he knew there were more miracles yet to come. Yes, Paul knew what it meant to sweetly walk in communion with God, but he knew there was greater sweetness and more sweetness in growing in the knowledge of Christ.

What a disaster complacent Christianity is. It is an utter disaster. Churches lose the power of their witness. Children turn from their parent’s faith. The Gospel becomes distorted. Sin runs rampant amongst believers. God hates complacent Christianity. 

In Revelation 3, God writes this to the church at Laodicea,


15 “‘I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were either cold or hot! 16 So, because 
you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.’”
God hates complacent Christianity. Have we grown complacent? Have we grown at ease and are we comfortable? Complacency in the Christian is the death of faith. When we become complacent, we become insensitive to sin. Things which would have previously bothered our conscience, to those things now we are cold. When we become blind to our failings, we believe we are spiritually strong when, in fact, we are spiritually weak. There is a robust, external presentation of faith in our lives which is devoid of the internal life of God’s power. 

I have seen the complacent Christianity and complacent faith often. I have seen it approaching my own soul and I have seen it in other’s. It often occurs, especially, in middle-aged believers. God, at one point, got hold of their heart in college and they had a fire burning inside of them, a passion, a zeal, but then they started looking around and they saw others in the church were not paying the same price to follow Jesus. Others were not running as hard. Others were not serving as much. They became discouraged and they asked, “Why should I?” and the fire becomes dampened and only a few smoking embers remain. 

A humble evaluation of ourselves keeps us in a state of holy discontentment. Yes, we enjoy God’s working within us, yet we yearn for a greater work, and we say with Paul, “I do not consider myself to have yet arrived. There is more from God for me.”

The third mark that makes a missionary’s life is a single focus upon Christ,

13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus.
Paul has maximum concentration upon one thing. A missionary is a person of one thing and that one thing is knowing and glorifying Jesus in their life. Such a one fixes their eyes on Jesus and they refuse to be distracted with what is behind them and what is around them and they set their focus upon Jesus and what God has. The goal is knowing Jesus and glorifying Jesus. That is the single focus of such a life.
Do you have a single focus? Are you distracted? It is so easy to be distracted. I think of Mary and Martha and how Martha was distracted by good things. She wanted the house to be in order. She wanted the food to be presented rightly. She wanted the glass to be filled so Jesus would not become thirsty. She wanted everything right and she got bothered that Mary did not seem to have her same passion for these things. Jesus rebukes her,


Luke 10:41  “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, 42 but one thing is necessary. 
Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.”
That one thing necessary is Mary’s focus upon Jesus and that is Paul’s one thing, also. No one leads a missionary life without a single-focus upon Christ and His glory. It is impossible to do two things at the same time in reference to our spiritual life. Each of us needs to ask this question: What is distracting me from Christ? It may be our earthy goals: our career, our hobbies, our friendships, our homes, our possessions. Perhaps it is earthly pleasures: sports teams, tv set, or a host of other pleasures and pursuits. 
When a marksman takes aim, he is only looking at one thing. He has the crosshairs and he or she is looking down at the target. There is not a multiplicity of targets when firing a rifle. There is one target and everything else is shut out so there is a single focus and concentration. Nothing else gets in view because the hunter knows they will never hit the mark if they attempt to hit two or three or four marks at the same time. We must focus, or lockdown, with a concentration. Paul says,


14 I press on…

This is an athletic term and Paul loves to us athletic terms to describe the Christian life. There is so much in sports which parallel the Christian life: the struggles within us and without us; the need for discipline; the joyful reward which awaits those who are victorious; the danger of disqualification; and the need for maximum effort. Maximum effort is required and nothing else will win the prize. Paul is using the Olympic Games imagery of the Olympic Games which were around at this time and the Philippians would have been familiar with this imagery. 
An Olympic athlete does not allow themselves to be distracted if they are going to win the prize. They train with extreme focus and they do not let other activities pull them away from the central activity of disciplining their bodies so they can win the prize. They do not allow the comforts most of us enjoy to enter in their life.

In high school I ran cross country at Limestone High School. I know that may seem difficult to believe at this point. The Limestone Rockets was a very, very mediocre team. We could barely field enough runners to run, but we had a team. There are some things one learns from that, even though it is a very mediocre cross country team. It is, after all,  three miles of running in a race. We went to the district meet the first year I was there and I noticed this team. It was very impressive. They had team buses and they had team sweat suits. We did not even have the same sweat suit. If a Rocket was one of the premier runners, he got a Limestone jacket, otherwise, we had to bring our own.

They had these awesome team sweat suits. On the back it said, “The long green line,” and there were all the dates of the state championships. This team was from Elmhurst York High School. The coach is still coaching there and I believe he is in his eighties. He has won twenty-eight state championships. They were impressive.

During my three years of running, they won the state championship every year. What made this team different from our team, because, obviously, they were different. As I talked about them, I learned more about their focus and I learned more about their training. There’s was not like ours. I began training for cross country about a week before the season began! I thought, “I think I will get my shoes on and jog around the block.” Their training was all year long. The average for their runners was well over one hundred miles a week. It was not just running one hundred miles, but it was with very focused concentration on the kind of running. It is very elaborate and it can be pulled up on the Internet. It is amazing and unbelievable. It is no wonder why they win.
Why does a team like Elmhurst York win a state championship year-after-year? Do they just get “lucky” to get the best talent? No, it is because they had extreme focus and that is why they win the prize.

This leads us to the fourth characteristic of a missionary’s life which is a strong zeal for God’s reward. A missionary really wants the prize. The only thing which will cause us to have that kind of focus and effort is to say, “I really want the prize,”


14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
God is offering a prize which is available to every one of us. It is not as though one wins the other loses. Every believer is able to enter into this prize if we simply keep our focus and we provide maximum effort and press on and strain forward.

Here is Paul, as an old guy, and how encouraged I am to see, as an old guy, the Apostle Paul is still straining forward. His zeal has not diminished. We need to note the prize is upward prize and an upward call. Paul does not expect his reward to be here and now and it often will not be and we become discouraged, “No one is noticing me. Nothing seems to be happening. What is going on?” No, this is an upward call and it a prize for which we await and for a future day when we stand before God at the Judgment Seat of Christ. 

The joy of the prize motivates us to keep pressing on when we feel like quitting, so we keep the prize ever in view. The Apostle Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 9,


24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may 
obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we 
an imperishable.
This is an upward reward. One may say, “That sounds selfish. Is it not selfish to pursue one’s own reward?” No, this is the kind of selfishness which glorifies God. It is the kind of selfishness which causes God to smile. That is why Jesus said,

Matthew 6:19 “Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves 
break in and steal, 20 but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and 
where thieves do not break in and steal.”
That is a glory to God that we would lay up treasures for ourselves in Heaven. That is what faith is all about. We believe there is a better City. We believe there is a better Kingdom and we are not living for this world but we are living for the next world. That is the Christian faith and that is why Paul says, “I press on because I know there is something bigger and I know there is something more permanent. I know there is something more lasting. I know there is nothing more glorious and joyful and significant and that something is not here is a world which is passing away and broken by sin and death. That world is there, so I live here in view of my experience forever and ever with God.”

I believe we will die in peace only if we have pursued the prize that is eternally precious and eternally significant. Every believer is called by God to live the life of a missionary – a thirteen year old boy who is dying of cancer; a forty-nine year old man who is pasturing a church; a thirty year old housewife with little children to care for; a sixty year old executive working at Caterpillar; an eighty year old person who is retired wondering what the next phase of life is and what they can do with the strength God has given to them. 

As a believer, we have a purpose and we have a call, so let us press on for the glory of Christ.
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