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Review 

While the main theme of Philippians is joy, a secondary theme woven through the book is 

spiritual growth.  This makes sense since joy is a characteristic of a mature, Spirit-filled walk.  

Our study then is to briefly look at what Paul says about spiritual growth in Philippians. 

The place that spiritual growth starts is the gospel (Phil 1:5) – Christ came to save sinners from 

their sin, setting them free from slavery to sin, and giving them abundant life.  That salvation 

has a past aspect, where at the moment you exercise the gift of saving faith you are saved 

forever from all your sin for all time.  There is a future aspect when you enter glory where you 

will be completely free from sin for eternity.  And there is a present aspect where God 

progressively changes you conforming you ever more into the image of Christ.  This is the 

good work He started when you exercised the gift of saving faith (Phil 1:6) 

Paul, moved by the Spirit, continues in his letter with several passages that deal with spiritual 

growth.  Paul prays for their growth (1:9-11), he talks about his own fruitful-labor focus (1:20-

25), he commands the Philippians to walk in a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27), and he 

commands humble service and details Christ’s example (2:1-8).  Christ is supreme Lord, all 

will bow before Him (2:9-11).   

He is Lord and He has sacrificed so much for you, so then work out your own salvation with 

fear and trembling (2:12-13).  To maximize his glory, He chooses for His good pleasure to give 

you the energy to have the will and to put forth energy in the work of sanctification.  As you 

submit to God abiding in Christ, allowing the Spirit to fill you, allowing the words of Christ to 

richly dwell within you, you are doing your part of the working your own salvation. 

Introduction 

As a follower of Christ what do we think of contentment or discontentment?  What does God 

say about contentment?  What are you content about? 

8If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content. (1 Tim 6:8) 

5Make sure that your character is free from the love of money, being content with what 

you have; for He Himself has said, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,” 

(Heb 13:5) 

11Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances 

I am. 12I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in 

prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and 

going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. 13I can do all things through 

Him who strengthens me. (Phil 4:11) 

Is there anything about which the believer should be discontent?   

I think there is only one thing about which we are called to be discontent.  We are called to be 

dissatisfied or discontented with the level and pace of our spiritual maturity.  This 

discontentment moves you to continually be striving to become more and more like Christ.  
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One commentator calls this a discontentment “divine dissatisfaction” and says that “A divine 

dissatisfaction is essential for spiritual progress.” (Warren Weirsbe) 

Of all the believers of all time, if there has ever been someone who could say they “arrived” at 

full spiritual maturity, it is the Apostle Paul.   

– ~25 years before writing Philippians, he was chosen by God through a revelation of 

Christ Jesus to be an apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 1:1, 12) 

– He was taught individually, personally by the Lord in Arabia. (Gal 1:17) 

– He exercised the sign gifts of an apostle (mixture of all the sign gifts, 2 Cor 12:12). 

– He was the greatest church planter of all time. 

– He suffered tremendously for Christ. (2 Cor 11:23-29) 

– He was used by God to write half of the New Testament (13 or 14 of 27). 

But in Philippians 3, Paul displays a divine dissatisfaction right before he tells us that he has 

learned the secret of being content in all circumstances (Phil 4:11).   

Paul continues from our last passage (2:12-13) to describe mature character of doing all things 

without grumbling or disputing which proves you belong to Christ as you hold fast the word of 

life (2:14-16).  He then gives the example of Timothy and mature concern for the welfare of 

the brethren which is seeking the interests of Christ (2:19-24).  Then he gives the example of 

Epaphroditus whose maturity was demonstrated as he was sold out for the kingdom (2:25-30).   

Paul then gives a “finally” – to “rejoice in the Lord” (3:1) – display that characteristic of a 

mature walk with Christ.  But beware of those who put confidence in the flesh for salvation or 

sanctification (3:2-6).  If anyone could boast about putting confidence in the flesh it could be 

Paul (3:5-6).  Yet whatever religiosity Paul had before Christ (found in works) was dung to 

him.  But now the only important thing is knowing Christ, and the power of His resurrection, 

and the participation of His sufferings, being conformed to His death. 

8Indeed, 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 9and be found in him, not having a righteousness 

of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10that I may know him and the power of 

his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11that by 

any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. (Phil 3:8-11 ESV) 

Abundant life is about knowing Christ and being know by Christ.  The rich spiritual blessings 

that come from surrendering your life to Christ in salvation include the resurrection power to 

have the will and the energy to surrender to Christ in sanctification.   

18I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the 

hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, 19and 

what is the surpassing greatness of His power toward us who believe. These are in 

accordance with the working of the strength of His might 20which He brought about in 

Christ, when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly 

places, 21far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and every name that is 

named, not only in this age but also in the one to come. (Eph 1:18-21) 
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This resurrection power is Christ Himself living through you as you are bowed before Him, 

filled with the Spirit, allowing the His words to richly dwell within in.   

20I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; 

and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me 

and gave Himself up for me. (Gal 2:20) 

❖ Are you availing yourself of Christ’s resurrection power by abiding in Him?   

Look at what Paul thinks of himself near the end of his life. 

15It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the 

world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all. (1 Tim 1:14) 

Does Paul know Christ perfectly?  No…  Does he know perfectly the power of his 

resurrection?  No…  Has he been conformed perfectly to His death?  No…  Is Paul perfect in 

practice what he is in position?  No… 

The metaphor of the Christian life as running a “race” is a common one with Paul.  Paul will 

now describe with picturesque, athletic language the natural response to divine dissatisfaction 

of one who is abiding in Christ.  In the process he gives us his heart and both an encouragement 

and challenge in our own walks.  The language here in 3:12-14 describes that picture of running 

a race.  With that language, Paul is going to give two results of a divine dissatisfaction. 

Divine Dissatisfaction Result – Pressing (v12) 

12Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I 

may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. (NAS95) 

12Not 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. (ESV) 

Paul starts by ensuring that his readers were not confused about his own spiritual state; his own 

sanctification; his own maturity.  “Not that” signifies absolute negation and warns against that 

misconception. 

“Obtained” speaks of active appropriation.  Paul has not yet appropriated something in an 

absolute sense.  Another word could be “grasped” (NAS2020). 

The question is then:  “What has he not yet obtained or grasped?”  It seems best to understand 

that Paul is referring to the full, perfect, complete development of knowing Christ, and the 

power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death.   

This seems best, particularly with the next phrase – “have already become perfect”.  “Become 

perfect” means to accomplish or bring to an end or to the intended goal.  It means to be 

complete, mature, fully developed.  It can be rendered “perfect”, but also “mature”. 

Paul is making it clear that from the time he was regenerated on the road to Damascus up to the 

present time (25 yrs later and even after having been taught personally by the Lord) he had not 

obtained full, perfect spiritual maturity.  He was not yet complete in Christlikeness, in 

progressive sanctification. 
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This is a consistent theme with Paul – to not think more highly of yourself than you should.   

3For through the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think more highly 

of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has 

allotted to each a measure of faith. (Rom 12:3 see also 1 Cor 10:12) 

We must have a Spirit empowered and illuminated self-awareness of our spiritual condition.  

This is needed before surrendering to Christ to see our sin and need for the Savior, but also in 

the process of sanctification so we see the need to keep striving. 

If the Apostle Paul had not arrived, then we can be assured that you and I have not arrived 

either.  Sanctification is a lifelong process.  So, what did Paul do with the understanding that he 

had not arrived, that he had not become fully mature? 

He pressed on.  “Press on” means to follow or press hard after, pursue with earnestness and 

diligence to obtain something.  It means to move quickly and energetically toward some 

objective.  The picture here is of pursuit – a hunter after prey (like a cheetah after a gazelle).   

So, what is Paul pursuing?  He wants to “lay hold of” or seize or take a firm grasp in order to 

make it one’s own possession the thing that was the reason that Christ laid hold of him.  And 

what is that? 

28And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love 

God, to those who are called according to His purpose. 29For those whom He foreknew, He 

also predestined to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 

firstborn among many brethren; (Rom 8:28-29) 

This is what we long for, what we groan for (2 Cor 5:1-4; Rom 8:20-23) – to be free from sin 

and perfectly like Christ.   

Jesus is not fire insurance.  God saved you for a purpose.  Christ laid hold of you for the 

purpose of conforming you to Himself; to be progressively sanctified; to be in practice what 

you are in position.  One day that will be perfectly so, but until then you MUST press. 

Paul had a realistic view of himself.  He knew he had not yet arrived at the place of maturity 

for which his Lord had laid hold of him.  So, he presses on; he pursues Christlikeness, Christ 

Himself, with earnestness, diligence, and energy. 

❖ Do you have a realistic view of yourself? 

❖ How would you describe your “pressing” – a crawl, a tottering, a slow walk, a 

moderate-pace walk, a fast walk, a jog, a run, or a cheetah-like pursuit? 

Divine Dissatisfaction Result – Forgetting, Reaching, and Pressing (v13-14) 

13Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, 14I press on 

toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. (NAS) 

13Brothers, 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, 14I press on toward the goal 

for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. (ESV) 

Paul now repeats the same thoughts as in verse 12 but with different picturesque words.  
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“Brethren” – Paul, pastorally, appeals to them not as Paul the Apostle, but as one of them; all 

needing sanctification; all having not arrived. 

Paul “regards” himself as not having laid hold of full conformity to Christ.  “Regard” means to 

reckon, compute, calculate, and to weigh.  Paul has drawn this conclusion from a deliberate 

evaluation and calculation.  How could he do that?  He only looked to Christ and His perfect 

holiness and righteousness and not to other people.  He doesn’t compare himself to others, but 

to Christ Himself.  A calculation that we MUST make of ourselves. 

❖ To whom do you compare yourself? 

Paul knows he hasn’t arrived, “but one thing”.  “But one thing” is emphatic in the Greek.  

There aren’t thousands of gimmicks for spiritual growth, for sanctification.  But Paul says there 

is “one thing”.  There is this laser focus – “one thing”.  The rest of verse 13 and verse 14 

describes that “one thing”. 

First, he forgets what’s behind.  “Forget” is an intensified word with the usage of continually 

forgetting.  Practically, it does not mean to completely remove from one’s memory so as to 

never recall it again.  The best idea is to “cease to be affected by some past event”.   

What areas might this forgetting include? 

1) Failures because we can be tempted to live in fear or self-defeat. 

2) Successes because we can be tempted to rest on our accomplishments. 

Paul’s laser focus on sanctification led him to a conscious refusal to let what lies behind, either 

successes or failures, absorb his attention and impede his progress. 

❖ What in your past impedes your progress?   

It also led him to “reach forward to what lies ahead”.  “Reaching forward” is again an intense 

word and a lifestyle verb that means to overextend oneself, straining to the limits (hence the 

ESV “straining”).  It described a runner leaning forward and straining for the goal.  

Paul purposefully does not allow the past to affect his pursuit of Christ in the present and he 

strains forward toward Christ.  In doing so he again “presses on”.  He moves with purpose, 

energetically toward Christ.  He pursues Christ like a hunter his prey.   

Not tomorrow, but today.  Not someday, but now.   

He strains; he presses “on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 

Jesus”.  There are several possible interpretations here, but the intent seems best in keeping 

with the context is full sanctification, becoming like Christ.  This only happens fully at our 

death or the rapture but is a lifelong pursuit while the Lord allows us to be aliens and strangers 

on the earth (Eph 2:19; 1 Pet 2:10-12).   

Paul knows he has not arrived.  He is after the prize of full sanctification, maturity in Christ.  

He pursues this goal with energy to lay hold of it because that is the reason Christ laid hold of 

him.  He doesn’t allow past successes or failures to impede his progress toward becoming like 

Christ, but strains with energy toward that goal. 

❖ Does that picture you?  If not, what should you do about that? 
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This striving, pressing on to be like Christ is for all believers – young in the Lord, old in the 

Lord, young in life, older in life, very mature, or less mature.   

God calls you to evaluate your own sanctification process.  We are each called to strive to not 

allow the past to affect your pursuit of Christ in the present.  Either the discouragement of 

failures or laurel-siting of successes.  To reach forward, straining to become like Christ.  To 

press on, pursuing the goal of Christlikeness with energy and passion.  To NOT think more 

highly of yourself than you should.  And to not grow weary in pursuing sanctification.   

Is that you?  If that were you, what would your days look like?  Might you be striving to know 

His Word, and do it?  Might you be moment-by-moment setting Christ apart as holy in your 

heart?  Might you start and finish each day and every moment in between by consistently 

thinking of God and His will and His glory and your dependance on Him? 

The purpose of this passage is not the means of spiritual growth or sanctification, but the drive 

for it. 

❖ What are some means of spiritual growth that you can implement? 

Conclusion 

God saved you for His glory.  To maximize his glory, He chooses for His good pleasure to give 

you the energy to have the will and do the work of sanctification.  You cooperate in the process 

by abiding in Christ.  God also calls you to evaluate your own sanctification process; to not 

allow the past (either failures or successes) to affect your pursuit of Christ in the present; to 

reach forward, straining to become like Christ; to press on, pursuing the goal of Christlikeness 

with energy and passion; to not think more highly of yourself than you should; and to not grow 

weary in pursuing sanctification.   


