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Press On Toward the Goal!

I.  Christ took hold of you

II.   Take hold of Christ

8 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ  9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.  10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.  12 Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.  13 Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.

What is it that makes movie chase scenes so exciting?  Is it the hairpin turns, the near miss of a pedestrian, the use of a conveniently placed flatbed truck with its end down so the vehicle can fly over an obstruction and get away; is it the great lengths the driver will push his vehicle as he strives with great earnestness to reach his target?  Whether you’re watching James Bond or Steve McQueen you may find yourself riveted to your seat watching with anticipation, “Will he catch the bad guy?  Will the bad guys catch him?  How is he going to get out of this one?”  

You all know that the silver screen is full of exciting chase scenes.  But did you know that the pages of Scripture contain some exciting stories of pursuit?  Read about the Israelite army as they chase down the Philistines after David dropped their champion fighter Goliath.  Read about crazy King Jehu and how he drove his chariot like a madman chasing down ungodly and wicked men (2Kings 9).  As you read your Bible don’t be surprised if you find yourself in one or more of these stories of pursuit.  In the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Christians in Philippi he encourages you in your pursuit.  Press on toward your heavenly goal!  As we study the third chapter of this letter you will see that Christ took hold of you so that you can be in pursuit of your heavenly goal.  Because Christ took hold of you, you in turn, will take hold of him.  We’ll discover, first of all, why Christ took hold of you and how he did, and what it means for us to hold on to Christ as we press on.  
I.  Christ took hold of you.
Let’s fast forward through the Old Testament chase scenes to the New Testament book of Acts.  There recorded on the pages of Scripture is the story of Saul of Tarsus, a zealous Pharisee, who was himself in pursuit.  He was chasing after believers.  The book of Acts tells us that Saul began to destroy the church, going from house to house, dragging off men and women who were Christians, and throwing them into prison.  He had one goal in mind, to put an end to this religious movement called Christianity.  So vehemently opposed was he that he obtained permission from the high priests to travel from Jerusalem up to Damascus to imprison any who belonged to the Way.  Just before he arrived in Damascus a blinding light appeared around him on the road and he was knocked to the ground.  A voice from heaven said to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?  I am Jesus.  Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what to do.” (Acts 9:4-8)  Meanwhile, the Lord appeared to a disciple named Ananias who was in Damascus and told him to go get Saul, “This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.” (9:15)    

Later on in his life Paul wrote to Pastor Timothy and confessed, “I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man… I acted in unbelief.” (1Tim 1:13)  There was nothing good about Paul that would move the Lord Jesus to choose him to carry on the work of sharing the gospel to the world.  Paul was hell bound and hell bent.  Paul wasn’t going to pursue Christ as his Savior.  He was too busy killing Christians.  Christ called Paul to be his apostle anyway.  Christ chose Paul to be a believer.  Christ came and took hold of Paul.  
By nature you and I are just like the apostle Paul, hell bound and hell bent.  In our naturally sinful state, which we inherited from our parents, we were against everything that God stood for, especially the truth that his Son is the only way to salvation.  In our sinful pride we felt that it was in our best interest to earn our salvation.  We had no power to earn anything from God except his wrath.  And in our sinful state, if someone had told we had to choose Jesus as our Savior, we neither had the ability nor the power to do so.  The only thing we could choose to do is to sin and reject Christ.  From birth we hit the ground running on the path to eternal suffering and damnation.  Just like the apostle Paul, there was nothing good in us that would move Christ to choose us or call us to be his own.  
So how did you come to be a believer?  How is it that Christ would choose you or me or the Apostle Paul for that matter?  Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “It is by grace you have been saved.” (2:8)   Christ chose you purely by his love that you don’t deserve.  This is a difficult concept to grasp.  We think there must be something I did, something I can do that made God want to choose me.  There is nothing.  By his grace he took hold of us just as Paul says about himself and his conversion, “Christ Jesus took hold of me.” (vs12)  The verb tense in the original language (Greek) is literally translated, “I have been taken hold of by Christ Jesus.”  That takes all the emphasis off of me.  That rejects any works righteous attitude I might have toward my salvation.  That rejects any claim that I must come to him and accept Jesus Christ as my Savior.  He came to me and chose me.  He came and took hold of me.  It was not I who loved Christ first, but, “We love because he first loved us.” (1John 4:9)  But what does it mean that, “Christ has taken hold of me?”  
There was a father who took his young son fishing for the first time.  It was exciting at first, watching the bobber dive under the water, reeling in the catch and then releasing the fish back into the pond.  But, as young boys often do, he became disinterested and was more enthralled with throwing sticks and rocks into the water.  The place where they were fishing had a steep drop to the water’s edge.  The father had climbed down the drop and stood near the edge of the water to get a better angle on his cast.  All of sudden he looked and saw his son rolling down past him into the water.  Splash!  The father reached down with his hand and picked his son up out of the water, soaking wet, and a little bit scared.  He would not let go of his son.   

In the same way, Jesus reached down and grabbed us while we were drowning in our unbelief.  He has taken hold of us by his almighty Word.  The Apostle Paul uses a word picture in Romans 1:16 to explain, “I am not ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe.”  God’s Word is power, specifically, the gospel; the good news that Jesus pursued the cross and grave for you; the great news that Christ pursued his end goal and accomplished it by rising from death, thereby securing your salvation from your sins and eternal life for you.  That gospel message was at one time spoken to you, or maybe you yourself read that gospel message.  The power of God’s Word transformed your thinking.  It changed your stubborn heart bent on hell and rebellion, and turned it back to the path to heaven.  Or maybe when you were little, your parents brought you to be baptized, trusting in the power and the promise of the Lord, “He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior.” (Titus 3:5,6)  Through your baptism Christ reached down from heaven and took hold of you and washed you clean with his blood.  

Now that Christ has taken hold of you by his Word and saved through that Word, he gives you a promise through his Word, John 10:28, “My sheep listen to my voice; I know them and they follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish, no one can snatch them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.”  Christ has taken hold of you for eternity.  As the Apostle Paul so confidently says, “God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” (vs14)  Hell is no longer in your future.  Christ took hold of you so that you would not continue down the path to destruction.  He has lifted you up from eternal suffering and given you eternal joys and happiness.  The son who fell must have felt a sense of relief after his father pulled him up out of that water.  Don’t you also feel a sense of relief and joy, knowing that at one time you were drowning in unbelief, but the Father lifted you up and gave you life that lasts forever?  Does it fill you inexpressible joy that even though in your sinful state you would rather have chosen death and hell than Christ, that Christ chose you?  Rejoice!  Christ called you!  He has taken hold of you for eternity.  Your end goal is heaven!  
II.  Take hold of Christ.
 Christ has taken hold of you.  Your salvation from sin is secure.  Heaven is yours.  While we wait we press on.  We press on and take hold of Christ.  

A 500 mile trip can take a good while to complete.  Not unless you’re zipping around a race track at 190mph, it will only take you couple of hours.  Your life as a Christian is one long race.  But you don’t know when it will end.  It will be completed when you die or if Christ comes again in glory with angels on the clouds while you are still living.  Since we don’t know when either of those events will take place, we press on toward our heavenly goal.  We are in constant pursuit of heaven and consistently take hold of Christ.  That is, we fill our hearts and minds with his Word.  We meditate on the mystery of his love for us.  We grapple with the Scriptures to learn as much as we can about our God who loves us so much.  That keeps us going in our race toward heaven.
Sometimes this race drags on, it becomes monotonous and not that exciting.  And so as we race we become lackadaisical.  We do not use all of our strength of body, mind and soul to press on toward our heavenly goal.  To be honest, could it go any slower?  We want heaven and we want it now!  We want to know everything about the Bible and we want to know it now!  And so we fail to continually fill our hearts and minds with his Word.  We know that Jesus died and rose for me and that’s enough.  Will belief in that message get us to heaven?  Yes.  Will satisfaction with knowing that message and that message alone keep us focused on our end goal?  Let’s look at the apostle Paul.  Was he satisfied with the bare minimum?  He confesses, “Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it.”  I don’t know it all.  So, “I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus has taken hold of me.”   I’m going to learn more about my Savior and his Word because that will keep me focused on my eternal end.  If Paul makes this confession, why are we satisfied with our meager knowledge of Scripture?  
That’s exactly the reason for which Christ took hold of you, to forgive you of those sins of laziness with his Word, for not pressing on, for not looking forward to your end goal.  Christ took hold of you so that you can take hold of him.  Press on toward your heavenly goal!  We do well to heed the encouragement of Jude 21 “Keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring you to eternal life.”  Press on, like the Apostle Paul, and follow his attitude.  Press on and focus on what Christ has done for you.  Press on and keep your eyes fixed on that goal.  
A popular statement, maybe it’s an excuse, for folks who are occasional readers of their Bibles is, “I don’t understand it.  Why should I read it?”  How can you understand it if you don’t read it?  And if you read it but don’t come to Bible class were you can ask questions, how will ever be able to press on?  If you don’t understand, then make plans now to attend the new Basics of the Bible class (begins after Easter on Wednesday evenings) where we dig into the core teachings of the Bible.  If you don’t understand what you’re reading, then come to our new Adult Discipleship class (also begins on Wednesday evenings after Easter) where we’ll explore the topic, “How to Interpret the Bible.”  When you are engaged in daily study of the Scriptures, then you are focused on your end goal, then you are taking hold of Christ.  And yes, like the Apostle Paul, on this side of heaven you will never fully grasp Christ, you will never fully comprehend every teaching and passage of the Bible.  But it keeps us focused on our end goal.  And that’s exactly the reason why Christ took hold of us, so that we can cross the finish line.  And when we cross the finish line, we will understand all things, it will all be made known to us.  Press on to take hold of that for which God has called you heavenward.  
One of the all time classic chase scenes is continuous pursuit of Smokey and the Bandit.  For those of you who have not seen that movie, Smokey is a county sheriff, who along with his inept deputies are in constant pursuit of the Bandit, played by Burt Reynolds, who drives a fast car.  It is comical at times, how the Bandit always outwits the Sheriff.  There was a similar duo in the Bible, King Saul and David.  King Saul was always so close to catching David, but David always managed to slip away.  But there was nothing funny about that story.  King Saul wanted David dead.  Smokey just wanted the Bandit in jail.  There is nothing funny about our pursuit to heaven.  This race has eternal consequences.  This race is long, difficult and frustrating.  Which is why we press on with every ounce of energy, straining to receive the prize, the crown of life which Christ has won for us already.  I sincerely pray that Christ may keep holding on to you, and that you continue to press on as you run your race, holding on to him.  God grant it for Jesus’ sake.  Amen.   
