
EBC (AM, 10/9/’17) PRESSING ON TOWARD THE GOAL (Philippians 
3:12-4:1)

Introduction Have you ever heard the expression, “between Scylla and 
Charybdis”? I don’t think that it is used much these days. The expression 
is derived from the geography of Italy, and its significance for ancient 
seafarers. In the Strait of Messina, between Italy and Sicily, there was a 
dangerous rock called “Scylla” and an equally dangerous whirlpool called 
“Charybdis”. In the ancient world it was proverbially difficult to steer 
safely between these two dangers. Hence the expression. To be 
“between Scylla and Charybdis” is to be between two dangerous threats, 
such that if we concentrate on avoiding one we are likely to be in danger 
of running into the other. This expression is appropriate to what Paul is 
dealing with in Chapter 3 of Philippians. Last week we looked at the first 
half of the chapter, in which Paul forcefully rejects a legalistic reliance on 
rules for salvation. This week we look at the second half, in which Paul 
addresses the opposite danger, the danger of thinking that we have 
arrived as Christians, and can be satisfied with where we are.

Not Perfect, but Pressing On Read v.12. The first half of this verse 
looks as though it is a reference to an attitude which Paul rejects, while 
the second half expresses Paul’s own attitude, which he advocates for 
others. It seems that some Christians in Philippi think that they have 
arrived, that they have obtained all they need, that they have become 
“perfect”. We don’t know exactly what these people believed but it was 
probably akin to one of two ideas which have occurred throughout 
Christian history, either Sinless Perfectionism or Antinomianism. What is 
clear is Paul’s response. He characterises the attitude of these people as 
one of having already obtained the good things which he has named in 
vv.10-11, including even the fullness of new life which is “resurrection 
from the dead”. And he introduces a play on the word group based on the 
Greek word telos, meaning “goal” or “end”. He says that they think that 
they have reached the goal of the Christian life, that they have been 
made perfect. Then he contrasts this with his own attitude, using an 
intensified form of the verb to obtain, hence the translation “take hold”. 
Paul does not consider himself to have arrived, but he presses on toward 
the goal. Yet he is careful not to run aground on the rock of legalism, 
repeating the expression “take hold” to convey that he can only press on 
to take hold of what Christ calls him to be because Christ has first 
graciously taken hold of him.

Straining Toward what is Ahead Read vv.13-14.Paul repeats his 
determination to press on in the Christian life, toward fulfilment of God’s 
heavenly calling through Jesus Christ. And he strengthens the appeal of 



this attitude by using the language of athletics. He says that he is like a 
serious athlete, who is not satisfied with what he has already achieved, 
but who presses on to do even better, and to win the prize. Paul’s 
Macedonian audience would have known about Greek athletic contests, 
and could have related to this comparison. So can we today. But we need 
to be careful. Paul is emphasising straining forward and pressing on, not a 
single victory. He is emphasising persistence rather than performance. We
will get the message best if we think of a marathon rather than a sprint, 
and if we think not of the most gifted athletes but the most persistent. 

Maturity, not Perfection Read vv.15-16. Paul returns to the telos word
group, conveying that the Christian who is truly teleios, a person of the 
goal, is not one who has arrived but one who continues to journey on with 
Christ, not perfect but mature. Ask them to think about the most 
mature Christians they have known. I am confident that they were 
not people who were satisfied with what they had already achieved, but 
people who pressed on in their faith, wanting to continue to grow in Christ.
I am confident that they were people who continued to read the Bible, 
who continued to pray both alone and with others, who valued fellowship 
with other Christians.

Contrasting Examples Read vv.17-19. Paul puts forward his own 
example as one to be followed, and contrasts it with the extreme opposite
example of people who are not merely complacent in their Christian lives 
but who have abandoned Christian living altogether. We may feel a little 
uncomfortable about both sides of this contrast. On both sides we need to 
allow for cultural difference. On Paul’s side, we need to remember that he 
is not representing himself as perfect but precisely as an imperfect person
who is pressing on toward greater and greater Christlikeness. On the 
negative side, we need to remember that a strong warning can be helpful 
– think of road safety campaigns.

Right Goal, Right Identity Read vv.20-21. Paul renews the positive 
contrast with the previous two verses, but in less personal terms. He says 
that we will have the right goal if we have the right understanding of our 
identity. He urges the Philippians to prize their identity as citizens of 
heaven. Philippi was a colony city of Rome, so citizens of Philippi were also
Roman citizens. They would have prized this citizenship, but Paul urges 
them to value their citizenship of God’s heavenly city more, and to live 
accordingly. I don’t know about you, but I’m proud of being an Australian 
citizen and a citizen of Sydney. This is OK, but I need to remind myself 
that my identity as a Christian is much more valuable. Paul elaborates on 
heavenly citizenship in terms of its future orientation. If we are citizens of 
heaven, we are not satisfied with what we have now, but we look forward 



to our Saviour’s triumphant return. If we are citizens of heaven, we are not
satisfied with what we are now, but we look forward to what we shall be 
when we have been transformed to be like our glorious Lord.

Standing Firm in the Lord Read 4:1. Paul concludes with a warm and 
affectionate appeal – to brothers and sisters, and dearly beloved friends. 
He wants them to stand firm in the Lord. He would want us to stand firm in
our Lord Jesus Christ. But how are we to stand firm? Not by standing still 
but by pressing on toward the goal. Let us not be content. Let us imitate 
the maturity of Paul, by continuing to press ahead in the Christian life, by 
earnestly desiring to be more and more like Jesus Christ.


