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KJV – Philippians 3:12-16 

 

“Straining for the Prize” 

     Introduction: Adult Sunday School Lesson: 

     Good morning, our lesson today is from Philippians chapter three verses twelve through sixteen. 
The lesson is broken down into two part of the lesson outline. 

I. Looking Ahead to the Goal – Philippians 3:12-14. 
II. Living to Reach the Goal – Philippians 3:15-16. 

     The young farm boy had just left the country and had been taken by his parents to the huge city 
of Chicago to become a student at the Moody Bible Institute. His love was music, and his biggest 
hope upon entering that college was to become part of the famous Moody Chorale. God opened that 
door of opportunity, and the boy was soon enjoying ministering in that group. 

     The day came when he was chosen to give testimony during one of the concerts. The boy chose to 
describe his days cultivating corn on the farm. When it was time to drive the tractor through the 
field for weed removal, his father told him to keep his eyes on the row ahead of him, not looking 
back. If he looked ahead only, the cultivators behind him would not dig out the baby stalks of corn, 
even though he was not watching them. 

     The point was that we need to keep looking ahead and focusing on following our LORD without 
looking back. This week we will see that Paul gave similar instructions to the believers in Philippi. 
What he said had nothing to do with cultivating corn, but it did have much to do with keeping our 
eyes on the goal ahead of us instead of looking backward. This life is filled with many 
disappointments and often times’ failures, but our eyes need to stay on the goal of being with Christ. 

Philippians 3:12-16 

12 Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may 
apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus. 

13 Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things 
which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, 

14 I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 

15 Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded: and if in any thing ye be otherwise minded, 
God shall reveal even this unto you. 
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16 Nevertheless, whereto we have already attained, let us walk by the same rule, let us mind the same 
thing. 

Key Text – Philippians 3:14 –   14 I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in 
Christ Jesus. 

Lesson Outline: 

I. Looking Ahead to the Goal – Philippians 3:12-14 
II. Living to Reach the Goal – Philippians 3:15-16 

Facts: to understand Paul spiritually and to find out what motivated him. 

Principle: to understand the dynamics of spiritual growth.  

Application: to use in our own lives the principles that Paul used to advance his spiritual growth. 

Introducing the Lesson:  Anyone who knows the basics of the New Testament knows something 
about Saul of Tarsus. He was a legalist through and through; that is, he completely believed that 
spirituality and acceptance by God were to be found in doing what the law of God demanded and in 
doing good works. He was a Jew and he was completely sincere and zealous in his religious 
pursuits. 

     Once Saul was converted to Christ and took the name Paul, he began learning about Christ’s 
teachings and commands. He began to understand the grace of God. Paul was particularly gifted in 
understanding and teaching the whole scope of the Christian message. He grasped that salvation 
and every other aspect of spiritual life came on the basis of grace, not works. God graciously gives 
salvation and all other things to His regenerated children. In this lesson, we are looking at how Paul 
sought to respond to God’s grace and to strive to become Christ like in his life. 

     Paul understood that faith without works is dead, yet the works within themselves without 
Christ are pointless and could even be blasphemous. Trying to attain God’s good favor by works 
rejects the finished work of Christ on the cross as inadequate to save. Paul was zealous not only to 
spread the gospel but also to become all he could as a child of God. This was just as important to 
him as his work in spreading the gospel.  

1. What I have not attained:      Philippians 3:12 

12 Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after, if that I may 
apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus. 

     In this verse the Apostle Paul shows us that the prize was not gained in a moment; even though 
he had total assurance of the blessed hope his desire was to live a perfect sanctified life by being 
lead by the spirit and not the flesh. Paul proceeds using now the perfect tense, “either were already 
perfect:” or another translation “Nor have I been already made perfect.” 
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     He has not even now reached perfection; he is still working out his own salvation. There may be 
here a delicate allusion to the spiritual pride which seems to have disturbed the unity of the church 
at Philippi.  

     Paul states in the latter of the verse - if that I may apprehend that for which also I am apprehended 
of Christ Jesus. Many commentators and scholars have picked through this verse and rendered 
various summaries of this translation. I tend to lean toward the Pulpit Commentary Selection with 
their view that is listed; “I press on to lay hold of the prize, because Christ first laid hold of me.” 

     We are not pressing to gain favor with God because of our works, we are pressing on because 
God hath chosen and called us. Given us the measure of faith to be saved and regenerated us into a 
born again child of God. Christ apprehended us, Christ laid hold of us, and the Holy Spirit has put a 
new desire and drive in our hearts and lives to press on. 

     Paul said his goal was to know Christ, to be like Christ, and to be all Christ had in mind for him. 
This goal absorbed all his energy. This is an example for us. We should not let anything take our 
eyes off our goal which is the LORD Jesus Christ. With the single-mindedness of an athlete in 
training, we must lay aside everything harmful and forsake anything that may distract us from 
being effective Christians. 

2.   What I have not apprehended:      Philippians 3:13 

13 Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things 
which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, 

     Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended; rather, perhaps, “I reckon”. Two other 
manuscripts read “not yet.” The pronouns are emphatic: whatever others may think of me or of 
themselves, “I reckon not myself to have apprehended.” But this one thing – this statement here is 
forcible; some supply “I reckon,” others, “I say;” and others such as the AV., “I do,” which seems best 
suited to the context. 

     I do, forgetting those things which as behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are 
before. Paul concentrates all his thoughts and all his energies on the one great end of this life, the 
one thing needed. He forgets all those things which are behind to place all his efforts on reaching 
forth unto those things which are before or ahead in the future.  

     Paul said that in order to do this, there was one thing he set his will to do. This one thing is in two 
parts. 

1. First part consisted of forgetting the past – whatever was behind. Paul had accomplished 
many good things over the years; there were churches all over the Roman Empire that 
existed because of his diligent work in the various cities. There were maturing Christians in 
every place where he had ministered. There were strong believers who were providing 
leadership to those new churches. He had many reasons to relish the past. In other words, 
when you are working for Christ, enough is never enough. Not for the means of justification 
because we save saved by grace through faith without works. However forget what you  
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have done because there is still more to do. As Paul knew and understood that there were 
still many, many people who had not heard the gospel. So while he was very grateful for all 
that God had accomplished through him, he knew there was still much to do and he was not 
going to let what he had already done slow him down or stop him. 

 
2. Second part of Paul’s spiritual endeavor was reaching forward to the things that lay ahead. 

This is a description of the runner in a race stretching himself forward with all his energy 
and effort to be the first to cross the finish line. We sometimes see races decided by mere 
hundredths of a second, so the one stretching forward with all his might could win over 
others trying just as hard. For all of us, there is something much better ahead. We should 
not let anything in this life deter or derail us from reaching for that future goal. 

 

3.  What I have not possessed:      Philippians 3:14 

14 I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus. 

     Paul had every reason to glory in his past and all the more he had every reason to feel sorrow 
about the past he lived before regeneration. This was the man who proclaimed himself the chief 
among sinners; he held the coast of the men who had stoned Stephen, the first recorded Christian 
martyr. 

Acts 7:57-58 

57 Then they cried out with a loud voice, and stopped their ears, and ran upon him with one accord, 

58 And cast him out of the city, and stoned him: and the witnesses laid down their clothes at a young 
man's feet, whose name was Saul. 

     We have all done things for which we are ashamed, and we all live in the tension of what we have 
been and what we want to be. Because our hope is in Christ, however, we can let go of all that past 
guilt and look forward to what he will help us become by letting the Holy Spirit do a work in our 
lives.  

     Don’t dwell on your past. Instead, grow in the knowledge of God be concentrating on your 
relationship with him now. Realize you are forgiven, and then move on to a life of faith and 
obedience. Look forward to a fuller and more meaningful life of your hope in Christ Jesus by 
pressing on toward the mark for the prize of the high calling.  

     Paul could have been thinking here of the Judgment Seat of Christ, where each believer will stand 
to “receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad” [I 
Corinthians 5:10]. One must understand that this judgment does not determine ones salvation and 
whether or not a person goes to heaven, for that was settled upon the moment of faith that brought 
about regeneration. This judgment will determine the rewards for faithfulness to the LORD.  

     Believers will either receive reward from the LORD or suffer loss; one does not get the final prize 
at the beginning of the race but at the finish line. We must all press toward the mark of the prize of 
the high calling, the finish line. 
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4.  The Goal – Having the Right Mind:      Philippians 3:15 

15 Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded: and if in any thing ye be otherwise minded, 
God shall reveal even this unto you. 

     Sometimes striving for Christian perfection can be so difficult that it leaves us drained and 
discouraged. We may feel so far from perfect that we think we can never please God with our lives. 
Paul uses this word perfect not in the sense that we think of the word perfect, but to mean mature 
or complete, not flawless in every detail. 

     James gives us another perspective on perfection, or growth to maturity: “My brethren, count it 
all joy when ye fall in to divers temptations; knowing this, that the trying of your faith worketh 
patience. But let patience have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, wanting nothing.” 
[James 1:2-4].   

    This kind of maturing process may not appeal to most, but if we trust God to accomplish what He 
wills through it, we will profit greatly from it. As has often been said, trials can make us either 
better or bitter. 

5.  The Goal – Walk by the Right Rule:      Philippians 3:16 

16 Nevertheless, whereto we have already attained, let us walk by the same rule, let us mind the same 
thing. 

     Paul has told us in verse fifteen that perfect is complete or mature and we must press onward 
through the power of the Holy Spirit’s power to reach this state. Being guided and lead by the Holy 
Spirit we know that Christ will reveal and fill any discrepancy between what we are and what we 
should be. Knowing this that if we are in Christ Jesus we have already won, but having the 
assurance of this we must not let that provision of Christ Jesus be an excuse for lagging devotion, 
but it provides relief and assurance for those who feel driven.  

     Chuck Swindoll summarized our lesson text by saying, “Let me see if I can wrap up this chapter in 
a single statement. Progress is maintained by: Forgetting yesterday’s glory and grind and by focusing 
on tomorrow’s challenging opportunities while we keep the right attitude and remember we are in it 
together. In honestly, I am convinced that that is a winning game plan for hanging tough . . . and 
loving it.” 

 


