One Thing I Do
Philippians 3:12-21
5/24/26 AM

Culvers

Several years ago, an Englishman named Northcote Parkinson wrote a book about corporations which he titled Parkinson’s Law.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  James Montgomery Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2000), 196.] 

· One chapter of the book set out to analyze why good businesses fail.
· And businesses collapse, for numerous reasons:
· Maybe it’s an issue with regulations, lack of capital, competition, loss of market equity, manpower gaps, and on we could go.
· However, Parkinson argued that organizations, big and small, often fall apart because of a deeper underlying issue, which he named “injelititis.”

And in his book, he defined injelititis is a spirit of apathy, indifference. It’s the “I don’t care attitude.”
· It often begins in a subtle way, but when left unchecked, gradually festers until it eventually seizes control of the entire corporate ship.

PAUSE
That restaurant off I-95 in Pooler was infected with a spirit of apathy, a lack of the desire to aim and shoot high.

PAUSE
Church, I wonder if there’s such a thing as spiritual injelititis? 
A spirit of apathy that just gradually festers in our lives until eventually, we find that we’re no longer living for the age to come, but rather, for temporary, worldly, and self-centered pleasures.

If it is possible for us to become spiritual indifferent/apathetic, the words of our text this morning are a rousing challenge.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197.] 


PAUSE
Today, we continue our series titled “One Thing.” Five times in Scripture we find this phrase and the last occurrence is found in Philippians 3. In this text, Paul writes about his goals, setting himself before us as an example to follow…[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197.] 

Philippians 3:10-14 NLT I want to know Christ and experience the mighty power that raised him from the dead. I want to suffer with him, sharing in his death, 11 so that one way or another I will experience the resurrection from the dead! 12 I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have already reached perfection. But I press on to possess that perfection for which Christ Jesus first possessed me. 13 No, dear brothers and sisters, I have not achieved it, but I focus on this one thing (one thing I do): Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us.

Many words could be used to describe the apostle Paul but apathetic is not one of them. 
· Paul’s one thing was to press ahead in the race of the Christian life!
· He threw himself eagerly into the race that God had set before him.
· And if we are going to follow his example in the Christian life, which this text instructs us to do, the apostle gives us a couple of practical steps to follow.
· Paul learned to press ahead in the race of the Christian life by forgetting the past and straining forward.

Let’s tease these out in our time together this morning. First…
I. Paul says he learned to press ahead by forgetting the past.

By a show of hands, how many of you wish you had a better memory?
A couple of years ago I read a fascinating article about a woman named Jill Price. Jill has a rare condition called Hyperthymia (or in laymen’s terms, “superior autobiographical memory.”)
· Experts at the University of California studied her for six years to confirm her ability and Jill can recall in vivid detail every day of her life since age fourteen.
· Now, if you’re thinking, “Wow, that sounds great,” you might want to reconsider. 
· Jill says her superior memory is a blessing and a curse. 
· She has warm memories that comfort her in difficult times, but she can also recall, in great detail, every bad decision, every insult, every moment of heartbreak, and every excruciating embarrassment.
· Jill says she struggles to sleep at night and often feels paralyzed by her memories.

When Paul says that he learned to press ahead by forgetting the past, he wasn’t saying that he learned to forget everything:
· The Scriptures or Christian doctrine. 
· Some of the greatest truths of the Christian faith are recorded in Philippians.
· God’s great mercies.
· He dwells up God’s grace throughout this letter, and he knew that all he had to value in life came through the grace of God manifested in Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197.] 

· Valuable lessons from the past.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  J. A. Motyer, The Message of Philippians, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1984), 176.] 

· He recalls some of these in the first part of chapter 3.

The kind of forgetting that Paul is talking about is the kind of forgetting that ceases to let things in the past paralyze us in the present, both the good and the bad.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197.] 

a. Because if we aren’t careful, we can let good things in the past paralyze the present.

There’s a prime example of this in the OT. 
When God led the people of Israel out of Egypt toward the Promised Land, He provided everything that they needed for their journey. 
· They had shade by day and light by night. They had water to drink and manna to eat. 

The time came, however, when the people ceased to look forward to the land that God was giving them and instead looked back to their life in Egypt. They said…
Numbers 11:5-6 NLT “We remember the fish we used to eat for free in Egypt. And we had all the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions, and garlic we wanted. 6 But now our appetites are gone. All we ever see is this manna!”
· The people of Israel began to pine for the past, and so, God gave them the things they asked for. He gave them quail until they grew sick of it.
· But the point is, they failed to trust God for their present and future blessings because they spent their time looking back.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197.] 


Church, there’s nothing wrong with being thankful for past blessings. 
If we had been among the people of Israel when they were in Egypt and we had been given free Captain Dee’s, it would have been entirely appropriate to thank God for those blessings, especially if we had been slaves. 
· Even years later, it would have been appropriate to remember how gracious God had been in that season. 
· However, as we see in Scripture, it would have been entirely wrong to sit around complaining and criticizing and longing for the things of old when God had begun to lead us into new paths and had set new and greater blessings before us.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 197–198.] 


PAUSE
Church, I wonder if there are any leek-and-garlic Christians among us?
Jeff Foxworthy…We might be a leek-and -garlic Christian is we are constantly looking to the past. If our Christian testimony is entirely taken up with what God did for us thirty or forty years ago, or if we are constantly talking about the “good old days” when God’s blessing on our life seemed great, then we are looking to the past.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 198.] 

· And it’s hard to move forward while constantly looking in the rear-view mirror. 

Paul warns against living a leek-and-garlic type of Christianity. 
He would say, “Look! Past blessings are fine. We have received them from God’s hands, and we should be thankful for them. We rejoice in everything that he has done in our lives. But now we must let those things lie in the past and move forward.” 
· There can be no progress without this proper forgetting.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 198.] 


On the flipside…
b. If we aren’t careful, we can let bad things in the past paralyze the present.

Paul achieved much in his lifetime. When he wrote this letter, he had served Christ faithfully for two decades.
However, there were certain things in Paul’s past that could have really held him back.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 89.] 


1 Timothy 1:12-17 NLT I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has given me strength to do his work. He considered me trustworthy and appointed me to serve him, 13 even though I used to blaspheme the name of Christ. In my insolence, I persecuted his people. But God had mercy on me because I did it in ignorance and unbelief. 14 Oh, how generous and gracious our Lord was! He filled me with the faith and love that come from Christ Jesus. 15 This is a trustworthy saying, and everyone should accept it: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners”—and I am the worst of them all. 16 But God had mercy on me so that Christ Jesus could use me as a prime example of his great patience with even the worst sinners. Then others will realize that they, too, can believe in him and receive eternal life. 17 All honor and glory to God forever and ever! He is the eternal King, the unseen one who never dies; he alone is God. Amen.

Paul was intentional about forgetting bad things in the past.
And “forgetting those things which are behind” does not suggest some sort of mental gymnastics by which we try to erase the sins and mistakes of the past (as if that were even possible). 
· It simply means that we break the power of the past by living for the future. We cannot change the past, but we can change the meaning of the past.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 89.] 


And Paul had confessed his sins, repented of his rebellion and received God’s forgiveness. So, he would not allow his past sins to have any bearing or influence upon his present spiritual outlook or conduct.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ralph P. Martin, Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 11, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 160–161.] 


PAUSE
ILLUSTRATION: Giving Eli a toy hammer…
If you let him, the devil will take our past decisions and pummel us with them. 

But in Hebrews, when God promised to remember our sins and iniquities no more, He meant what He said. 
· If we confess our sins and turn to Christ in faith, then the Lord will no longer hold our sins against us.”

This is what Paul meant when talked about forgetting those things that are behind. 
· He would not regard the past as having any bearing or influence upon his present spiritual outlook or conduct.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Martin, Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary, 161.] 


Somebody needs to let the past be in the past today.
· Good or bad.

A second way that Paul presses ahead…
II. Straining Forward

In the first 11 verses of chapter 3, Paul talks about how he once believed that being a good person made him right with God. 
· If he was a good person and he followed the law, and he didn’t drink, smoke, cuss, or chew, or run around with girls who do, then he would be on good terms with the Lord, and he would be worthy of heaven. 
· But in Acts 9 we read about Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the Damascus Road and we read about how for the first time in his life, Paul recognized that it is only through Jesus Christ and His cross that we can be made right with God.

And after that encounter with Christ on the Damascus Road, everything changed in Paul’s life. 
From that point on, he pressed on to know Christ deeper and to become all that Christ wanted him to be. He didn’t press on out of personal power or will. He did so because the Lord had graciously grabbed hold of his life on the Damascus Road.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Max Anders, Galatians-Colossians, vol. 8, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 245.] 


Look at verse 13 in the ESV…
Philippians 3:13-14 ESV 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.

This is the only time the word straining appears in the NT. 
· Like you would imagine, the verb means to “exert oneself to the uttermost.”
· We can picture Paul in an intense race and his body “is bent forward, his hand is outstretched, and his eyes are fixed upon the finish line.”

It’s with this kind of intensity that Paul pursued his goal of knowing Christ fully, being conformed to His image, and at the end of his life, hearing God call his name and summon him to the victory stand.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Harold W. Hoehner, Philip W. Comfort, and Peter H. Davids, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1&2 Thessalonians, Philemon., vol. 16 (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2008), 205.] 

And church, it’s with this kind of intensity that ALL Christians are to press forward in the race of the Christian life.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Anders, Galatians-Colossians, 245.] 


PAUSE
With all the Paul accomplished for the Lord, it’s tempting to put him on a pedestal.
We know from Scripture that his role as an apostle and missionary to the Gentiles was demanding and costly in every way.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Motyer, The Message of Philippians, 175.] 


But Paul levels the playing field here in a couple of ways. First…
a. He puts himself in company with all believers.
In verse 13, he says brothers and sisters and in verse 17, he invites all his brothers and sisters in Christ to follow his lead. In other words, what applies to Paul in this text applies to all believers.
· This intense pursuit of holiness, of which Paul speaks, was not only for the apostles — it is for all Christians!
· Striving forward with the same intensity as an Olympic athlete is for the whole range of believers.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Motyer, The Message of Philippians,.] 

· Paul imposes on all Christians, the obligation to pursue holiness.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Motyer, The Message of Philippians, 175.] 


But also, Paul levels the playing field by… 
b. Admitting that there was room for growth in his life.

If you are a Christ-follower, it should be encouraging to you that Paul admits that he had not arrived. 
· Paul — the apostle Paul — admits that he was not completely mature, had not yet attained to all that God purposed for him.
· He still had to deal with what in Romans 7 he calls “the flesh,” that innate pull to sin.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Anders, Galatians-Colossians, 245.] 


However, we cannot stop reading halfway through verse 12.
Because church, there’s a monumental difference between saying, “Well, I’m not perfect,” and saying along with Paul, “Well, I’m not perfect, but I’m working towards perfection with every ounce of my might.”

PAUSE
In our culture, I think we’ve made an idol of “being authentic.” Sometimes we speak and act as though “being authentic about the desires and inclinations of our hearts” is somehow redemptive in and of itself.
· But being authentic is not inherently redemptive! Because we can be authentic about who we are and still have no desire to be transformed into the image of Christ.

I know I sound harsh, but dying in our sins with the applause and affirmation of our culture is not some kind of upgrade.
Paul didn’t make excuses or justify the sinfulness of his flesh, and we never hear him echoing the popular sentiments of our culture today. We never hear Paul make statements like…
· Well, God made me this way. He gave me these desires.
· God never expected me to be perfect. 
· I can dabble in sin but as long as my good outweighs my bad, I’ll be ok.
· Compared to other people, I’m doing pretty good.

Paul never permitted himself to become self-satisfied or complacent.
Paul’s image of himself as a runner inspires passionate perseverance in the life of faith in Christ. 
· To be ‘perfect’, which is what Paul was determined to make his own, means to become increasingly like our Lord Jesus Christ, with his righteousness, not only as an inward, spiritual gift but as an outward way of life.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Motyer, The Message of Philippians, 175.] 


PAUSE
Church, faith is not simply a decision in the past or a static state of existence; faith is running a race, straining toward what is ahead. And Paul desires to encourage progress and joy in the faith (1:25). 
· Progress in the faith requires stretching beyond past and present accomplishments and reaching out to seize every opportunity to grow in faith.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  G. Walter Hansen, The Letter to the Philippians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Nottingham, England: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 254–255.] 


PAUSE
One author wrote, “As Christians, we should run our race striving toward each new task before us. We should awake in the morning to say, “Lord, here is a new day that you have given me. I know that there are new things to be done and new lessons to be learned. Help me to use this day as well as I possibly can—to raise my children in a way that honors You, to do well at my job as if working for Christ, to help my neighbor.” And when we go to bed that night, we can pray, “Lord, there’s still room for improvement. But thank you for being with me. Help me now to place today’s experiences behind and rest well so that I may serve you better tomorrow.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Boice, Philippians: An Expositional Commentary, 199.] 


Paul’s one thing was to press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, had called him.

PAUSE
What’s our one thing? Is our one thing to press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us?
· Are we struggling to press on because we’re looking back? Good or bad?
· Are we struggling to press on because we’re not straining forward?

Paul’s encounter with Jesus Christ on the Damascus Road changed everything in his life. Jesus can change your life today if you will let Him.
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