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Olympic Spirituality 
“Part 2 - Running the Race” 

Philippians 3:12-14 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on August 14, 2016 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE) Please open your Bibles to Philippians 3.  

 As you read the New Testament you will notice that the authors, especially Paul, 

love to use athletic metaphors to speak of the Christian life.  They draw these 

metaphors from the ancient Olympic Games, which began in 776 B.C. and were 

repeated every four years.   

o So, for instance, Paul speaks of his life as a race in Acts 20:24 when he 

says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the 

race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.” 
 In 1 Timothy 4 Paul says, “train yourself to be godly. For physical 

training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things.” 
 Do you see what Paul is doing here?  To modernize it, he is saying, “As you 

watch the Olympics, as you see how much these athletes sacrifice, how hard 

they train, how they persevere in their race to gain a medal, I want you to think 

of all this on a spiritual level.”   
o So we are doing this four part series on Olympic Spirituality during the 

Olympics in Rio so that every time you turn on the T.V. you will see the 

Games at a higher level of reality. 

 Last week Steve talked about preparing for the race.  Today we are going to talk 

about running the race.  When a person becomes a Christian Paul says you begin 

running a race.  It is a race that requires everything you have.  You will get 

discouraged.  You will feel like quitting.  But you must press on. 

o This race imagery is so helpful because the older I get the more I see 

friends, who were once running so strong, begin to fall back.  Friends who 

were once leading God’s people but who now have little care.  Friends 

who once were seeking to know Christ with all their being but now hardly 

speak of him. 

 The older I get the more I cherish the image of the race because I 

can see my own heart become weary.  I can see how hard it is 

strive after Christ decade after decade.  I can feel the temptation to 

rest on past success and just start coasting. 

 How about you?  Do you feel like you have lost some of that initial love and zeal 

for Christ?  Do you feel weary?  I am praying that today this metaphor of the race 

will completely transform you. 

o Just like athletes must focus on mental toughness, so this passage calls us 

to think through the Christian life as a race.  Just like athletes talk to 

themselves as they race in order to stay focused and to prepared for what 

will happen next in their race, so I see in our passage four things the 

spiritual athlete must say to him or herself while running the race of the 

Christian life. 
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KEEP YOUR EYES ON THE PRIZE 
 The first thing you must constantly say to yourself as you run the Christian race is 

(SHOW SLIDE) keep your eyes on the prize.  

o Look at verse 14.  READ 14 - I press on toward the goal for the prize of 

the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.  Just as everything within the 

swimmer or the runner is fixed on getting to the finish line so Paul says his 

eyes are always fixed on the goal so that he can win the prize.  What is the 

goal he is always striving toward?  What is the prize at the finish line?  He 

says it over and over again.  READ 8-9a - 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 and be found in him.   Lest you 

miss it he states it clearly in verse 10.  READ 10a -  that I may know him 

and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, 

becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain 

the resurrection from the dead.” 

 So the goal of his life is to know Christ and be like him.  The prize 

at the end of life is the full realization of this – to be raised from 

the dead and enjoy Christ and all the rewards he will give. 

 Notice carefully with me that this knowing is an experiential knowledge of Jesus.  

Paul does not say ‘I want to know about Christ’.  He says, ‘I want to know 

Christ.’  Knowing about Christ and knowing Christ are totally different things. 

o It is the difference between knowing about Jesus as a historical figure and 

knowing him personally. 

 You know you are a true Christian when you heart resonates with 

Paul’s and you say, “I know him and I want to know him more.  I 

long for the day when I will know him fully.” 
 The people of God have always strived for this goal.  They have always kept their 

eyes on this prize.  Think of David’s prayers: Psalm 27:4: “One thing I ask of the 

LORD, this is what I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the LORD all the 

days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his 

temple”?   
o Job’s race was hard.  Job was a runner who was bruised, bloodied, and 

exhausted.  What kept him going was keeping his eyes on the prize.  He 

said, “After my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I 

myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another.   How my 

heart yearns within me!”   
 This was the one prize that Moses ran for when he cried out in 

Exodus 33:“teach me your ways so I may know you…Show me 

your glory.”   
 You see Paul, David, Job, and Moses were not content with a second-hand 

knowledge of God.  They wanted first-hand personal knowledge.  “I want to 

know Christ.”  You cannot live on another person’s knowledge of Jesus.  You 

must have your own.   
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o Friends, this is Christianity.  Everything we do aims to this goal: to know 

Christ and become like him.  “For to me to live is Christ and to die is 

gain.”   
 The reason we often get discouraged and stumble in the race is because we stop 

pursuing this prize.  We start living for other goals.  There are many good goals 

like raising your family, enjoying vacations, working your job, and hobbies.   

o But let me ask you, “Are you seeking to know Christ above all things?  

Do you seek him in his word?  Or have you forgotten him and settled for 

lesser prizes?” 
 Let us repent in our hearts, “Jesus forgive me for pursuing lesser 

goals.  Give me a heart that wants you above all things.  Enable 

me to seek you.”  So we begin there: keep your eyes on the prize. 

 

YOU’RE NOT THERE YET 
 The second thing you must say to yourself as you run is: (SHOW SLIDE) you’re 

not there yet.  Remind yourself that you are not there yet. 

o Verse 12 is to me one of the most encouraging verses in all of scripture.  

READ 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.  
 Why is that so encouraging?  Think about who Paul is writing it.  If anyone could 

be said to have attained full knowledge of Christ it was Paul.  This is Paul whom 

Jesus himself met on the road to Damascus.  This is Paul who “was caught up to 

paradise. He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to 

tell.”  Think about what Paul has done for Jesus compared to you - like the small 

fact that he wrote a big chunk of the Bible and planted churches across the 

Mediterranean.  If anyone knew Jesus it was Paul.   

o And yet this same Paul says although he strives for the goal of knowing 

Christ, he has not attained it.  Lest anyone get the false impression that he 

has crossed the finish line, he repeats himself in verse 13.  READ 13a - 

Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. 
 This is so encouraging because our own sinfulness and weakness 

often discourage us.  We are aware of how short we fall.  What 

saves you is to see the Christian life as a race and you are not at the 

finish line yet.  Expectations are everything.   

 Passages like this saved me from despair in my early 20’s.  I fell into a stream of 

teaching called the higher live movement or the victorious living movement.  It 

taught that through an act of absolute surrender to God a Christian could live in a 

perpetual state of victory against sin.  Not that you would be perfect but the 

struggle would be easy.  What Christian would not want this?  But I fell into 

despair when I could not reach this higher life. 

o But passages like this showed me that we are in a race. I’ve done many 

races and I know that there are moments when you are on a high but I also 

know that overall it is a great struggle.  Getting your expectations right 

saves you from despair.  When it is a struggle you have to say to yourself, 

“I am in a long race and I’m struggling because I’m not there yet.” 
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 One commentator puts it like this: “mature believers…realize how far they have 

to go before they finally lay hold to victory, while the immature apparently 

claimed victory to early.”1 

o The most mature saints echo the words that John Newton spoke to his 

friend just before he died.  He said, “My memory is nearly gone, but I 

remember two things — that I am a great sinner, and that Christ is a 

great Saviour.” 
 So you see, expectations are everything.  When you struggle deeply with sin and 

with all the falleneness of this world, remember that you are in a race.  You 

should not expect it to be easy because you are not there yet. 

 

FORWARD!  FORWARD!  FORWARD! 
 That leads us straight into the third thing that you must always be saying to 

yourself in the Christian race.  The motto of your life must be: (SHOW SLIDE) 
Forward! Forward!  Forward!  

o We see this first in verse 12.  READ 12b - I press on to make it my own.  

Paul hammers it home in verse 12.  READ 13 - forgetting what lies 

behind and straining forward to what lies ahead. The image is taken 

straight from the foot race at the Olympics.  The words “I press on” 

pictures the runner straining his whole body forward to the finish line. 

Forward, forward, forward. 

 Moving ever forward means two things: first, it means never 

resting in your past success.  Second, it means you’re always 

straining forward in the present. 

 

NEVER REST ON PAST SUCCESS 
 First then, forward means never resting on your past success.  READ 13b - But 

one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies 

ahead. 
o Although Paul may have in mind forgetting about past sins he is primarily 

thinking of forgetting past success.  In this passage he is rebutting the idea 

that he, the great apostle Paul has reached the goal.   

 His whole argument is that despite past success he is still straining 

forward to know Christ more because he has not reached the goal 

yet.  His point is that he refuses to rest on past success.  Now this is 

amazing because if anyone could coast it would be Paul.  He’s has 

been a Christian for 30 years.  

 But he says he forgets it and presses onward.  Why is it so important that we not 

rest on past success in our Christian lives?  

o It’s just like Michael Phelps.  Even though he is the most decorated 

Olympian of all time he came back to the Rio Olympics.  Coming into this 

Olympics he had won 22 medals, 19 of which were gold. 

 The worst thing he could possibly do in Rio is to think, “I’m 

already the greatest swimmer in history.  This is going to be 

                                                 
1 Frank Thielman, The NIV Application Commentary – Philippians, 213. 
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easy!”  When an athlete rests on past success they lose their edge.  

They stop striving so hard and lose the race.  

 Christians are to learn from Olympic athletes.  Have you enjoyed sweet times of 

worship in the past?  Great.  Thank God but move onward seeking fresh 

encounters.  Has God revealed great things to you in His word?  Good.  Thank 

God but move onward disciplining yourself like an athlete to study the word that 

you might know Christ more.  Has God used you to share his gospel with others? 

Good.  Thank God but move onward praying and working to see God use you 

again.   

o I praise God that he has used Central so mightily in the past but I am not 

content with that.  Oh God do things this year that far surpass history.  

Forward, forward, forward. 

 

ALWAYS STRAIN FORWARD IN THE PRESENT  
 So moving forward means never resting in past success.  It also means always 

straining forward in the present.  READ 13b - forgetting what lies behind and 

straining forward to what lies ahead. 
o Just as athletes must exert themselves to win, so the Christian life requires 

tremendous effort.  But you may say, “I’m confused, I thought we were 

saved by grace without any striving or effort?”   
 Hear this now: one of the most important things you must 

understand is the difference between what the Bible calls 

‘justification’ and ‘sanctification.’ 

 Justification has to do with how you, a sinner, get right with the holy God.  The 

big point in justification is that you can do nothing to justify yourself before God.  

You will be lost if you think your efforts at being good will get you right with 

God.  Your only hope is for God justify you.  God must do it all the work and He 

did it in Christ. 

o Jesus lived the perfect life that you did not live, died the death that you 

should have died, and rose for your justification.  Justification then is 

God’s legal declaration that you are right with God because of what Jesus 

did.  You are totally passive in the work of justification. 

 Once you are justified (made right with God) then sanctification begins.  

Sanctification is the process whereby you increasingly become more like Jesus.  

In sanctification God and you cooperate together.   

o On the one hand only God can make you like Jesus: “May God himself, 

the God of peace, sanctify you through and through.”  However, you are 

called to put forth effort to grow in your sanctification.  II Peter 3:18 says, 

“grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus 

Christ.”   
 Do you see the distinction then?  In justification you cannot do 

anything.  You only receive it as a gift.  But once you are declared 

to be right with God you are called, by the working of God in you, 

to pursue Christ.  Do not strive to be justified – only trust Christ.  

But once you are justified pursue sanctification with all your 

might.   
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 That is why Paul described the Christian life as a race, not a 

nap.  Do you see the language of effort here?  “I press on, I 

reach forward, I strive.”    
 There is a wonderful picture of this forward drive to know Jesus at all cost in C.S. 

Lewis’ book The Voyage of the Dawn Treader.  The ship called The Dawn 

Treader sails far into the eastern ocean in the world of Narnia.  It is said that if 

you go far enough you will sail to Aslan’s country – Aslan, the creator and King 

of all Narnia.  But the sailors are not sure if they want to keep going.  They ask 

Reepicheep for his opinion – Reepicheep the valiant mouse and devout follower 

of Aslan.  He says,   

o “While I can, I sail east in the Dawn Treader.  When she fails me, I 

paddle east in my [raft].  When she sinks, I shall swim east with my four 

paws.  And when I can swim no longer, if I have not reached Aslan’s 

country, or shot over the edge of the world in some vast cataract, I shall 

sink with my nose to the sunrise…” 

 This is it my brothers and sisters.  Move forward in your 

knowledge of Jesus.  Move forward in becoming like him.  Move 

forward in service to him.  Forward, forward, forward. 

 

SEIZED AND SEIZING 
 Very quickly now we turn to the fourth thing that the Christian athlete must say 

as they run.  This is in fact the most important of all.  Why?  Because so far much 

of this is only a motivational speech for you to keep pursuing Christ.   

o But the only motivation that will keep you running onward is to say this 

fourth thing over and over and over to yourself.  (SHOW SLIDE) seized 

and seizing.  Seized and seizing. 

 Look halfway through verse 12.  READ 12b - 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.   
o This phrase “to make it my own” pictures an aggressive grabbing.  It 

means ‘to seize’ or ‘to apprehend.’  Paul says Jesus graciously seized 

him.  Is that not exactly what happened?  Like all of us, Paul was at one 

time resisting Jesus.  He was running from Him and fighting against Him.  

But in His grace, Jesus seized Paul on the road to Damascus.  He rescued 

him. 

 This is the story of every Christian.  We were running away from 

God and heading toward destruction but with his strong arm Jesus 

reached out and seized us.  Do you know what it means to be 

seized by Jesus today?   

 Jesus has a purpose in seizing us.  In verse 14 Paul says he has received the 

upward call of God?  God has called us to what?  “For those God foreknew he 

also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.”  Paul says that 

what energizes him to take hold of Jesus, to strive to be made like him is the fact 

that he was seized first.   

o This is so good.  We do not strive in order to be accepted by God.  We 

strive so hard because we are already accepted.  We do not embrace him 
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so that he will embrace us.  We embrace him because he has embraced us.  

We reach for him not so that He will reach back to us and take us to 

himself.  Oh no!  We reach with our all might because he has reached for 

us.   

 This is what will keep your running toward Jesus.  If you have 

grown lazy in your pursuit of Christ this will get you back on your 

feet.  You see, when you know that Jesus has seized you, when 

you know that you cannot be any more accepted than you are, 

when you know that you are more loved than you every imagined 

you are free to run.  It motivates you.  It energizes you.  You want 

to press on to know him.  You want to seize Christ because he 

seized you.  Seized and seizing.   

 

FURTHER UP AND FURTHER IN! 
 In the last book of C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, the great Lion Aslan ushers 

the children and the talking animals who loved him into a glorious new world.  As 

they stand at the doorway to the world we read that Aslan “turned swiftly round, 

crouched lower, lashed himself with his tail and shot away like a golden arrow.  

‘Come further in!  Come further up!’ he shouted over his shoulder.”2 

o As the children and the animals stand mesmerized by the beauty of this 

new world “it was the Unicorn who summed up what everyone was 

feeling.  He stamped his right fore-hoof on the ground and neighed, and 

then cried: ‘I have come home at last!  This is my real country!  I belong 

here.  This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never 

knew it till now.  The reason we loved old Narnia is that it sometimes 

looked a little like this.  Bree-hee-hee!  Come further up, come further 

in!’  He shook his mane and sprang forward into a great gallop.”3 

 Keep your eyes on the prize – the prize of Jesus, becoming like 

him, and being with him for all eternity.  Remind yourself that you 

are not there yet so that you will be motivated to move onward, 

onward, onward.  Seek Him out.  Turn away from sin.  Cast aside 

whatever hinders you from knowing Christ.  Seize for him 

knowing that he has seized you and made you his own. 

 Further up and further in!  Let us press on for the prize. 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 C.S. Lewis The Last Battle, 197. 
3 Ibid. 213. 


