Living Above the Circumstances #9

“Coping with Distractions (part 2)”

Philippians 3:12-17

Last week we began a study from Paul’s letter to the Philippians on how to cope with distractions. The apostle listed an impressive array of accomplishments he had achieved, yet he then chalked them all up as worthless compared to the profit of knowing Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. He summed up the purpose of his existence in Philippians 3:10-11,

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, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

We noted that Paul’s desire is not to know about Christ, but to know Him personally and to become like Him. This is the essence of spiritual maturity: in Peter’s words in 2 Peter 3:18, “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” Spiritual maturity involves an increase in knowledge, but it does not stop there. We are to grow in grace as well.

But what does that mean? Harold Fickett writes, 

To grow in grace means that you and I as Christians will day by day have a growing awareness of our complete dependence upon God’s constantly bestowing His favor upon us. The very meaning of grace is unmerited favor. It is God thinking in terms of what we need rather than what we deserve. This growth comes in a daily study of the Scripture whereby we learn the truths which God has revealed to man, a daily involvement in serving Jesus Christ whereby we learn by experience that the principles of the Bible really work.

The big fancy theological term for this is “sanctification,” which refers to the gradual change in a person’s nature causing his character and conduct more closely to resemble Biblical standards. This growth experience changes spiritual infants into mature believers, according to Hebrews 5:13-14.
 Growing in knowledge and grace is not an “either/or”; it’s “both/and.”

· Knowledge keeps you strong and confident; grace keeps you tolerant and loving.

· Knowledge gives you discernment and discrimination; grace gives you mercy and compassion.

· Knowledge helps you question and critique; grace helps you believe and accept.

· Knowledge results in stability; grace results in vulnerability.

Growing in grace and in knowledge is what J. B. Phillips calls, “a happy description of the progress of a Christian as he matures.”

Today, as in the first century, many people are confused about spiritual maturity—what it is and how to get there. Some Christians still believe they can reach a state of perfection while on earth; most, however know they haven’t “arrived,” especially those who know them well, such as family members. And so do the Christians themselves, if they’re honest.

But the majority of Christians today have another problem. Many are trying all kinds of push-button formulas for achieving instant maturity: dying to self, living by faith, being filled with the Spirit. Along with these go the Bible reading and prayer formulas.

There is truth in nearly all of these statements. But basic to all this is the process Paul spelled out so clearly in this passage. Becoming a spiritually mature Christian involves goal-setting, motivation, and action. It takes determination and perseverance. There is no magical, push-button approach to becoming a mature Christian. Becoming like Christ is a process—a lifelong process.
 Paul shares three steps in the pursuit of his purpose.

Forget the Grand (or Gruesome) Past

The first is to forget the grand (or gruesome) past. What’s in our past? Only two things: great attainments and accomplishments that could either make us proud by reliving them or indifferent by resting on them…or failures and defeats that cannot help but arouse feelings of guilt and shame.
 Whether you think your past is grand or gruesome, Paul’s advice is the same: Forget about it! We read in verses 12-13,

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. 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…
After stating his life’s purpose—to know Christ and become like Him—Paul immediately admits that he has not arrived at that plane yet. The Greek word for “perfect” used here does not mean “sinless, flawless,” but spiritually “mature.” Paul uses it three times in contrast to the Greek word meaning spiritually “immature.”
 This helps us better understand what is meant in verse 15 when some translations render the word, “perfect.” In verse 12 he has not arrived yet at perfection, but he is “perfect” in the sense of maturity in verse 15, and one mark of this maturity is the knowledge that he is not perfect! The mature Christian honestly evaluates himself and strives to do better.
 Contrary to what some Christians claim, final perfection cannot be expected in this life; there will always be room for progress while we are here on earth.
 I like how Don Carson puts it: “Christians should never be satisfied with yesterday’s grace.”
 We are to continue to grow in grace…to grow up as believers!

The Greek word for “forgetting” speaks of an Olympic runner completely forgetting his opponents whom he is leading in the race.
 Once he got into the lead, he would never turn and look back; he could trip and fall!. The one in the lead focuses on the tape before him rather than the other runners behind him. Some of the unhappiest people I have ever known are living their lives looking over their shoulder. What a waste! Nothing back there can be changed.

Many Christians are self-satisfied because they compare their “running” with that of other Christians, usually those who are not making much progress. Had Paul compared himself with others, he would have been tempted to be proud and perhaps to let up a bit. After all, there were not too many believers in Paul’s day who had experienced all that he had! But Paul did not compare himself with others; he compared himself with himself and with Jesus Christ! 
 Paul did not use the memory of what God has done in him and through him to encourage self-satisfaction and relaxation of effort.
 Athletes today speak of “staying hungry,” and that’s what Paul did.

“Forgetting” did not mean that Paul never thought of his old life and what he had been saved from, but it meant that he did not dwell on the defeats or victories of past days. He was alert to the fact that every day has to be lived in the strength of that day made available through the Lord of each day. This is a timely lesson. So often people try to live on the traditions of the past or the memories of the good old days. Then there are those people who are so mortified by the old days and so conscious of their gross failure and sin that they are totally impotent in the present.
 The past is important: It shapes us, it teaches us, and it reminds us of God’s faithfulness. Our spiritual growth, however, can be blocked by inordinate attention to the past.
 

Please keep in mind that in Bible terminology, “to forget” does not mean, “to fail to remember.” Apart from senility, hypnosis, or a brain malfunction, no mature person can forget what has happened in the past. We may wish that we could erase certain bad memories, but we cannot. “To forget” in the Bible means “no longer to be influenced by or affected by.” So, “forgetting those things which are behind” does not suggest an impossible feat of mental and psychological gymnastics by which we try to erase the sins and mistakes of the past. 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. There were things in Paul’s past that could have been weights to hold him back, but they became inspirations to speed him ahead. The events did not change, but his understanding of them changed.

A key to forgetting is forgiving—receiving it ourselves and giving to others.
 Now, I am not advocating “forgive and forget” as most people understand it, for as we have already seen it is impossible to fail to remember something that has happened to us. But when we can forgive others—and ourselves—those sins and hurts of the past will not keep us from moving forward in our Christian growth.

Whether your past is grand or gruesome (and it is probably some of each), it can distract you from growing in the knowledge and grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Learn to let it go. Don’t look back. Don’t live in the past.

Focus on the Glorious Prize

Instead, focus on the glorious prize. Paul continues in verses 12-14,

…I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 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, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

Notice that Paul repeats the phrase, “I press on” in verses 12 and 14. The original word was used in both running and hunting in the ancient world. It is a strong expression for active and earnest endeavor, in the sense of “pursue and overtake,” or “chase and capture.”
  The same zeal that Paul employed when he persecuted the church, he displayed in serving Christ. Come to think of it, wouldn’t it be wonderful if Christians put as much determination into their spiritual life as they do their golfing, fishing, or bowling?
 But Paul does not have any other person in mind here; he desires to grasp that for which he was grasped by Christ.

In other words, Paul is not stagnating. He was not standing still, self-satisfied with his past progress. He is not setting himself up as a guru who has already “arrived.” What he is aiming for is the attainment of the very purpose for which Christ called him. Anything less would be a betrayal of that calling.
 Unfortunately, Christians all too often settle for lesser goals than the heavenly one of “the high calling of God.”
 

His focus is described in the words, “straining towards what is ahead.” It is the picture of a runner who strains every effort to press forward in the race.
 His body bent forward, Paul fixes his eyes on his goal. He leans forward as his feet carry him toward the finish. All of his energy—mental, emotional, and physical—is committed to the race.
 Concentration is the secret of power.
 Running the race—living for Christ and growing into His image—requires focus and discipline. As Paul’s words suggest, having a runner’s focus can improve our race toward Christlike maturity.

Focus also requires determination. Those who hang tough, refusing to give up no matter how difficult or demanding or disappointing the challenges may be, are the ones who stand the best chance of winning. In the end, the race is won by right objectives relentlessly pursued.

In his book, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, Eugene Peterson notes that people get interested in the gospel, but find it extremely hard to stay interested. Millions make decisions for Christ, but there is a “dreadful attrition rate. Many claim to have been born again, but the evidence for mature Christian discipleship is slim.”
 They go up like a rocket and come down like a rock. Why? Because they get distracted—by the past, by other runners—and they give up.

Follow a Godly Pattern

Finally, Paul directs us to follow a godly pattern. He writes in verses 15-17,

All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you. Only let us live up to what we have already attained. Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.
Once again, some versions use the word “perfect” in verse 15 where the correct meaning is “mature.”
 “All of us who are mature,” Paul wrote, “should take such a view of things.” That is, all Christians—even mature Christians—should never be satisfied with their present level of Christian experience and maturity. Above all, they should never feel they have reached the state of perfection.
 Chuck Swindoll writes, “Perfectionists are people who take great pains…and give them to others!”
 We don’t need that in the body of Christ!

Notice how he ends verse 15: “And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you.” Talk about spiritual maturity! Many pastors and Christian leaders demand that their followers agree with them in every little detail—or else they’re just wrong! Paul admits that he does not have a monopoly on spiritual truth. There are areas in the Christian life where we can disagree…as long as we are not disagreeable in doing so! Is there a fellow believer in your church that dresses differently than you or votes differently than you or who has a different take on the end times than you? So what? Let God sort it out with them. You are not called to do that!

I love verse 16, “Only let us live up to what we have already attained.” Has it ever occurred to you that most Christians already know far more than they are putting into practice? If Christianity is a long race of obedience in the same direction—and it is—then it’s obvious what must be done. The race is long and hot. The track can get rocky, full of potholes and even detours. But if we obey the truth we already have, we will receive power to finish the race and win the prize God is waiting to give us as we break the tape.

The difference between the wise and foolish builders of Jesus’ parable in Matthew 7 was not that one went to church while the other slept in on Sunday mornings. No, Jesus stated that both men “heard the Word,” but only the wise man “put it into practice.” We need to measure spiritual maturity not merely by knowledge, but also grace—that knowledge put into action.

Then he concludes in verse 17 by inviting the Philippian Christians to follow his godly example. That may sound egotistical and arrogant, but 1 Corinthians 11:1 is a qualifying factor: “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” It is only as someone is following the example of Christ themselves that they become a model worthy of following.

You would think that, if anybody could rest on their laurels and kick up their feet, it was the apostle Paul. After three decades of exhausting evangelistic efforts—preaching the Gospel, planting churches, developing leaders—all while dodging bullets (figuratively speaking) from Jews and Gentiles alike, you would think he would be ready to retire. Not Paul!

Retirement from the Christian life is not in God’s plan. As you turn through the pages of Scripture, you can’t find one saint who quit. Although many wanted to (remember Elijah, Jonah, and David?), not one did. The list of God’s people who pressed on and served the Lord until the end of their life goes on and on. At one time or another as they ran the race, each of the men of faith mentioned above had a valid reason to quit. People told them, “No!” God told them, “No!” Circumstances seemed to scream, “No!” Yet not one of them quit, resigned, or retired. They knew they hadn’t finished the race, that there was more work to be done, and that God could still use them. They knew that, by God’s grace, they could make a difference for His kingdom right up until the day they left this earth and went to be with Him. They kept on keeping on.

This is how we cope with distractions that seek to derail our spiritual walk. Paul gives us three simple steps to help us stay on course:

• The past is over, leave it.

• The present is about progress, not perfection, learn it.

• The future holds out hope, lean for it.

Forget about your grand (or gruesome) past, focus on the glorious prize, and follow a godly pattern. Hanging tough over the long haul is still the investment that pays the richest dividends. And, I might add, it brings the greatest joy.
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