Running the Race Philippians 3:12-19
Chris Hoy was inspired to cycle at age six by the 1982 film E. T and he became a 7-year-old BMX fanatic. Now, nearly 30 years on with his three gold medals in Beijing 2008, Hoy became Scotland's most successful Olympian, the first Briton to win three gold medals in a single Olympic games since Henry Taylor, in 1908, and the most successful Olympic male cyclist of all time. 

What has that in common with Paul the Apostle in prison writing to a church in Philippi 2000 years ago? And, more to the point what has that to do with you and your life? What they have in common is passion and drive towards a goal. People with goals succeed because they know where they're going. Many people plan their holidays with better care than they do their lives. Those who were baptised today, and for that matter all of us would do well to reflect on the direction and meaning of our lives. "If you don't know where you are going, you might wind up someplace else." (Yogi Berra American baseball player and manager)
Listen to what Paul wrote:

Not 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. 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, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you. Only let us hold true to what we have attained.  Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the example you have in us.

1. Serious focus and energy goes into achieving significant goals.

More than half of the world's countries have taken up a multi-million pound offer by the London 2012 Olympic Games organisers to prepare their Olympic teams at an approved training camp in the UK. Training cannot wait until 2012 though and athletes are constantly preparing for the games in the run up as they have been for years! 

There is some very serious training going on here, but how does this compare to our approach to life and spiritual life? Paul thinks of himself as a track runner. He is not idling about doing nothing, even though he is in prison, he is actively pursuing the plans of God for his life with a passion. You may have thought Paul would lie down and wait for his release, but not Paul he has serious goals that he wants to fulfill and his present situation can be turned to good effect if he approaches it with the right attitude. (Phil 1:12-14)
2. Christian life is for participants not only for spectators
What is your life going? There are many people who are screen bound, always watching other people. Now we do need to watch in order to learn. Paul urges us to imitate him as he imitates Christ. But if we are only spectators then we miss out on the heart of living and the prize of successfully serving the purpose of God. 
Footprint our Christmas production is all about this theme because it is written into the Christmas story and the story of the world. God is not a spectator but a participant. He does not just watch from above but got involved by coming personally in his Son Jesus Christ. All that he did in the short years of his life was magnificent and has made an unprecedented impact on our world. 

Paul Johnson a renowned historian wrote a new biography of Jesus this year, it begins: “Jesus of Nazareth was, in terms of his influence, the most important human being of history. He is also the most written about and discussed. …. Today there are over 100,000 printed biographies about Jesus in English alone.” Jesus has captured more attention in many areas of the world because of the ongoing powerful impact of his teaching, life, death and resurrection.

Paul was always a passionate man but passionate for the wrong things. When he met Jesus Christ on the Damascus Road, bent on his latest passion to wipe out the church, his heart was captured with someone truly worthwhile watching, following, living for and, if necessary, dying for. (Phil 1:21) This was what turned Paul into a participant in the greatest of all passions: God and his glory. 
Doubtless Paul had been to some athletics event in his life. At least he followed the sports column from time to time because he refers to it in his letters on a number of occasions. He likens his life to a run. He is not a spectator but a participant and he wants his readers to join the run.

There are many races people get to run in this life: The run for a good education, the run for a great career, the run for a nice house and material possessions, a partner and family. Paul urges his readers to make sure they are in the right race. “Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.” (1 Cor 9:25) Make sure your life is not consumed with perishable goals. Have good goals for life but ensure there is something that will last forever at the root and foundation of them all.
What are your goals in life? Can you tell them to others? Goals that are not written down are just wishes. Goals are planned events. So keep your eye on eternal goals. Lift up your hearts to the Lord to give you a vision that you can give your life to.
3. Christian life is a marathon with hurdles not a clear sprint

Baptism usually comes nearer the beginning than the end of life. This means that many of the challenges to reaching our goal will be met further along the way. We may start out with good intents but the idea of this race is that it is for the long haul not a short sprint. Some start well but do not finish well because they do not reckon with the obstacles they will meet along the way. 
In the parable of the sower there are three poor soils and only one good one. Some like the seed on rocky soil spring up quickly, but when the hardships of life hit home, they drop off and give up. 
In verse 18f Paul refers to people who were believers but abandoned the way of the Cross for the way of the world.  “For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on earthly things.” 
These apostates and backsliders have no share in salvation, they are running headlong on a race of their own, heading towards destruction, with no visible concern for the spiritual life and heavenly vision. Food, sex and the things visible and tangible are all that matter to them. The cross with its call to the invisible and intangible is anathema to them. Paul urges the church not to be drawn after them by the false promises of temptation. These people may boast that they have reached their goal in life. They can eat drink and be merry, their dreams have been fulfilled, but Paul reminds them that this is not the end. There is a judgment and a reckoning to come. 
4. Two motives to keep moving on:

a. Press on because Christ made us his own (v 12). 
To win us our new life Jesus died at the Cross. To give us a place in the running Jesus ran the whole way through his life to the Cross. There he bore our sin and the punishment we deserved. There he adopted us into his family at great price and pain to himself. Jesus great love displayed at the Cross which had put things right for us, never ceased to grip and constrain Paul. No one offered him more love and peace and joy than Jesus, so why would he go anywhere else? And why would we? But it was not only what Jesus had done it was also the prospects of finishing the race that urges us on.

b. Press on because there is a great prize to be had (v 14).

“I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature think this way.”  

Work for 45 years and enjoy your pension, or serve the Lord for your life and enter an eternal reward. There is no comparison to be had here. 

In the film Chariots of Fire Olympic athlete Harold Abrahams, looked to his performance as a runner to provide meaning for his life. In a scene before one of his important races, Harold voices his fears: “I will raise my eyes and look down that corridor, four feet wide, with ten lonely seconds to justify my existence. But will I?” Eric Liddell by contrast states: “I believe God made me for a purpose, but he also made me fast. And when I run I feel His pleasure.”
Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. (Heb 12:1f)
Questions for Cell Groups Read Phil 3:12-19
How does this passage communicate the goals of Paul’s life?

What is the goal of enemies of the Cross (v 18f)

What are the goals of your life? Can you state them? How would you evaluate them in the light of this quote? "Every man is a diary in which he writes one story while intending to write another. His humblest moment is when he compares the two."Hugh B. Brown

What helps us with the obstacles to be overcome? (v 12,14)

Let’s pray for one another that our race will be well run to the end and that we shall share the joy of a great eternal prize.
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