Philippians 3:12-14
Press On
Why is Self-Improvement so Hard?
Today is New Year’s Eve.  Today is a day that a lot people make commitments, resolutions, to make changes in their lives—starting tomorrow.  A New Year means a new beginning which means new opportunities to turn over a new leaf.

According to a survey done by Statistic Brain and reported on by 24/7 Wall Street: approximately 132.5 million Americans will make a New Year’s resolution — that’s about 41% of the population.  More Americans are likely to make a New Year’s resolution than are likely to vote in a midterm election (and, since 2018 is a mid-term election year, maybe we all ought to make a resolution to vote this year.)

What are the most popular resolutions?  According to Statistic Brain, these are the top 11 commitments that will be made this year:

11. Find a better job (4.1%)
10. Find the love of my life (4.3%)

9. Do more good deeds for others  (5.2%)

8. Learn something new on my own (5.3%)

7. Work out more often (5.5%)
6. Spend more time with family and close friends (6.2%)

5. Do more exciting things (6.3%)

4. Quit smoking (7.1%)

3. Make better financial decisions (8.5%)

2. Life and self improvements (12.3%)

1. Eat healthier and lose weight (21.4%)

Lots of people make New Year’s resolutions, and yet the number of people who report successfully keeping their resolution is just above 9%.  That is, less than 1 out of 10 people who make a promise to themselves today or tomorrow will carry it through.  Over 40% of those who make a resolution will give up on it before the end of January.  http://247wallst.com/special-report/2017/12/28/most-popular-new-years-resolutions/
So, why is it so hard to keep your resolutions?

An article from Psychology Today gives the top reasons New Year’s resolutions fail. https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/understand-other-people/201512/5-reasons-why-new-year-s-resolutions-fail
For one thing, resolutions fail if they are overly ambitions.  Quitting smoking is obviously a good goal, but it is also incredibly hard.  The 7% of resolutions to quit smoking represent 1/3 of all the smokers in the U.S.  If the goal is to quit cold turkey, it almost never happens.  The article says:
It’s important to… realize that fulfilling some resolutions takes a long time and you will not be able to see the results right away, so be prepared for this investment of time and stay motivated until you have reached your goals
For another thing, resolutions fail if they are overly vague.  Doing more exciting things is, well, an exciting idea.  But it is hard to define.  Does that mean driving 5 mph faster than you normally do?  Or does it mean jumping out of an airplane?  The Psychology Today article says:
In order for them to yield results, your New Year’s resolutions, and any other goals that you might have, need to be S.M.A.R.T. (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bound). Not only should you be able to define what you want to achieve, but you should also have a step-by-step plan of how you are going to get there and how you will benchmark your progress. Well-defined resolutions can set a solid foundation for your success later on.
Resolutions also tend to fail when they are things that are largely out of your control.  Meeting the love of your life is a wonderful goal, but it is at least 50% dependent on the person you find deciding that they love you back.

Or, resolutions fail if you don’t have the right mindset. Wanting something and working towards getting it are two fundamentally different things…If you are not mentally prepared for all the hard work, distractions, obstacles and setbacks that might be ahead of you, you will most likely fail.

Ultimately though, I would like to suggest that the reason self-improvement is so hard has the most to do with that first word: self.  We have a hard time growing and changing for the better because we are so dependent upon doing things ourselves, and our “selves” are often resistant to change.
Martin Luther said it like this, in his hymn, A Mighty Fortress:
Did we in our own strength confide,
  Our striving would be losing
As long as we are dependent on our own strength, our own effort, our own resolve, we will struggle to make significant and lasting changes to our lives.  This is because we are sinful.  No matter how hard we try, how disciplined we are, our own strength will never be enough.
But the song goes on:
Were not the right Man on our side,
  The Man of God's own choosing
Luther’s point is that we cannot fix ourselves.  We need Jesus to fix us.  We need Jesus to save us.  This is what we mean when we say salvation is by grace.  It is only because of what Jesus has done on the cross that we have any hope of a relationship with God.  And there is nothing we can do or add to the work that Jesus has done.

But that doesn’t mean we should be passive.  It doesn’t mean that resolutions to change are bad.  In fact, the way the Bible sees it: it is precisely because Jesus has done so much that we should strive all the harder.  The key to keeping our resolutions, in fact, lies in an understanding of what Jesus has already done for us.

Taking Hold
Our passage today is Philippians 3:12-14:

 12Not 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. 13Brothers, 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, 14I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.
The key phrase here is “press on.”  Paul uses it twice, in verse 12 and again in verse 14.  And He’s not talking about fingernails.  Paul is committed to improving himself.  His desire is to keep moving forward.  To keep growing in his relationship with Jesus.  

But this isn’t just another self-improvement program.  A pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps sort of thing.  Paul doesn’t think he needs to earn his standing with God.  Paul isn’t denying grace.  He’s responding to it.  
Verse 12 says that he presses on to “take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.”  Paul seeks to gain Christ because Christ has already gained him.  John Piper says: “The irresistible grace of Christ overcoming Paul's rebellion and saving him from sin did not make Paul passive; it made him powerful!” (John Piper, “Going Hard after the Holy God”)  

Verse 14 says much the same thing: “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  Having been called heavenward, Paul pursues heaven.  Having been saved, Paul is not content to stay on the edges of faith but wants to press forward into its very depths.

The paradox of Christian growth is this: we cannot help ourselves, but because Jesus has helped us we are now free to pursue Him.
A.W. Tozer said: "To have found God and still to pursue Him is the soul's paradox of love" (p. 15).   And the great Bible commentator Matthew Henry wrote:  "Wherever there is true grace there is a desire for more grace."
Because Jesus has taken hold of us, we must press on to take hold of Him.  Because Jesus has called us heavenward, we must go hard after the prize that awaits us.  We cannot improve ourselves, by ourselves; but because Christ has already done so much for us we have the freedom to live into what He has called to us to be.

In other words, the key to making a New Year’s resolution that will stick is not to try harder in our own strength, but to press forward in the grace of Jesus.  Thus, in the year ahead, my goal for myself, my goal for my family, and my goal for the church is that we will press on after Jesus.
Three Steps in Going Hard After God
So how do we do that?  How do we press on after Jesus?  
There are three principles suggested in verse 13 that will help us get the right mindset.

1. First, Develop a Holy Appetite.
Paul says: “Brothers, I do not consider myself to have taken hold of it.”  Paul says that he has not yet arrived.  He’s still hungry for more of Jesus.

Paul is not setting himself up as some sort of Spiritual Master, here.  He’s inviting us to imitate him—not because he thinks he has it all figured out, but because he sees himself as an example in his continual striving for more of Jesus.  He wants us to strive like he strives.

In other words, Paul is not satisfied.  He knows he has room to grow.  And he knows we all have room to grow as well.
In the same way, our first step in pressing on after God is to develop a holy hunger for more of God.  We need to stand in front of the mirror of God’s Word and recognize that we have not yet arrived.  We have to let the parts of Christ that we have tasted whet our appetites for more of Him.

It's like that old slogan for Lay’s potato chips: “Nobody can eat just one.”  The idea is that once you have tasted this perfect potato chip, you’ll want more and more.  Probably because it is so salty, once you get that taste in your mouth you crave another and another and so on.
We need to develop that kind of Holy appetite for Jesus.  Having experienced His grace, it should lead us to desire more and more.
St. Bernard wrote this verse:
We taste Thee, O Thou Living Bread,

And long to feast upon Thee still:

We drink of Thee, the Fountainhead

And thirst our souls from Thee to fill.

I had a seminary professor who liked to say there is always more of Christ to be discovered.  His point was that no matter how much we had learned and experienced of Jesus, there would be still more to learn and discover.  His goal was that we would all be continuously hungry for Him.
2.  Second, Forget what is behind

Paul writes, “But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind.”  I take this to mean that anything in your background which hinders your pursuit of God you should put out of your mind.
I read a story this week about 2 old men sitting on a park bench when one of the men said, “You know as I get older I can’t remember things the way I used to.” The other man said, “I used to have that problem too until I took this memory course. It’s a very simple technique, based on associating words with names, places and events. Now because of that I don’t have trouble remembering anything at all.” The first man said, “Really? What was the name of the course?”

The old man got a puzzled look on his face, turned white as a sheet, scratched his head, then asked, “What’s the flower with a long stem, has thorns on it, the petals can be white or yellow or red?” “A rose?” the other man replied. “Yes, thank you!”

He turned to his wife and said, “Rose, what was the name of that memory course?”
When Paul says we should forget I don’t think he means all Christians need a sort of collective amnesia.  He’s not saying we need to be ignorant of the past.  This doesn’t mean that we can’t celebrate God’s faithfulness in the past.  There’s nothing wrong with telling God Stories, and memories of God’s blessings in the past can be powerful spiritual artillery for future steps of faith.  

It’s just that, we can’t live in the past.  Christians should never be satisfied with yesterday’s grace.  We should never substitute nostalgia for hope.

Memories of successes can make you smug and self-satisfied.  Always thinking about how things used to be, or how close to God we once were, may lead us to stop going hard after God now.

Likewise, memories of past failures can make us feel hopeless and paralyzed with guilt.  

We should never look back like that.  Rather, we must give humble thanks for successes; make humble confessions for failure; then turn to the future and press on after God.
3.  Third, strain toward what is ahead.
Verse 13 ends: “Straining toward what is ahead.”  The third step in pressing on after God is to keep our focus on what is coming.
The image here is an athletic one.  Like a runner straining for the finish line, or a baseball player stretching for the base.

When you begin to learn baseball, one of the first lessons they teach you is that when you hit the ball in play, don’t look at the ball.  If you hit a ground ball to the left side, to third base or shortstop, you are supposed to look towards first base and run as hard as you can.  Don’t turn to look if they fielded it cleanly.  Don’t turn to look if they are about to make a throw.  Just keep your head pointed towards first and run.

Why?  Because if you are turning your head it slows you down.  If you are watching the ball, you won’t run as fast.  It’s hard to run full speed in one direction while you are looking in another direction.

It’s one of the first things you learn in baseball, but it is also one of the hardest things to do.  Because you want to see what’s going on with the ball.  You want to know if that throw is coming towards you.  It’s easy to get distracted.
But Paul says the way press on after God is to strain towards what is ahead.  We need to keep our eyes on the finish line—keep our focus on our final reward with Jesus in heaven—and then strain with everything we have to prepare ourselves for him.

Again, this is the paradox of Christian growth.  Christ has already done everything for us.  We can rest in the knowledge that his grace gives us all that we need.  And in that knowledge we have the freedom to strive after Him with discipline and focus.  

Paul did not run aimlessly or beat the air.  He lived with spiritual goals in view and controlled his passions for the sake of those goals. 
Specific Next Steps
So, those are three principles to help us press on after God.  Develop a holy appetite.  Forget what lies behind.  Strain towards what is ahead.  That’s the mindset we all need as we go into this next year.  It’s going to help us all grow in our relationship with Jesus.

But I realize those are somewhat vague ideas.  It’s all very good to say that we are going to be hungry for God and focus on what lies ahead, but that doesn’t necessarily change our behavior.  The Psychology Today article said we need to be specific in our resolutions.
So let me wrap up today by suggesting some ideas that can help us press on after Jesus.  Here are 4 basic suggestions that we can build our spiritual New Year’s resolutions around.
1.  Consistent Church Attendance

One of the best, most basic habits for maintaining your spiritual life is weekly attendance at worship.  Checking in with the community of faith, joining with others in praising God, hearing God’s word preached together.  It’s like a weekly plug-in for your spiritual batteries.

But it is an easy habit to fall out of.  You might be traveling one weekend, have a kid’s event the next, feel like sleeping in on the third week, and suddenly you find you have missed almost a month worth of church.  

Make it a goal to be consistent.  Especially if you have children in our kid’s ministry: help them to get used to a pattern that says on Sundays we are in church.  And not just to get them here, but also so that they see mom and dad and grandpa and grandma making church a priority.

2. Read Your Bible
In the verses right before our text for today, Paul says “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection.” (Phi. 3:10)  How do you get to know Christ better?  Through His revelation.  By reading His Words to us, the stories of what He did, and the testimony of the Apostles.

We are blessed to live in a literate society.  For much of human history, the average person would not have been able to read and books would have been precious things.  Now we sit in a room with 200 Bibles and we all have electronic devices which can bring us to any verse in the Bible in seconds and we can ask Siri or Alexa to read the Bible to us—and yet we far too often take this for granted and do no read the Bible the way we should.
You have the gift of God’s Word.  Take advantage of it.

3. Take advantage of opportunities to pray

Prayer is something that everyone is in favor of.  Prayer is also something that we all wish we would do more.  And yet, I think a lot of us struggle to find a consistent pattern of prayer that helps us stay connected with God.
So, rather than challenge you to pray more, which is something I’m sure we all want to do.  Let me challenge you to take advantage of opportunities to pray.  And what I mean by that is commit to taking advantage of prayer moments when they appear.
So, for example, when you get a prayer chain email, pray for the request immediately.  Don’t file it away as something you will pray about later.  Just pause and offer a prayer to God.  Or, another example, whenever you hear the sirens of an ambulance going by, stop what you are doing and offer a quick prayer.  Or when you hear the helicopter and you know someone is being airlifted.

And, one more thing, let me encourage you to participate in group opportunities to pray.  Our First Wednesday service is not the only time the people in our church pray, but it is our most public prayer gathering.  A chance for us to get together as the members of the congregation and pray together.  And we’ll have a First Wednesday prayer service this week.

4. Find a way to serve
Finally, let me encourage you to make a resolution to volunteer this year.  One of the best ways to grow in your relationship with Jesus is to give some of your time and talent to the church or the greater work of His kingdom.  Find a ministry that you are excited about: ATLAS or Many Hands or Grand Avenue outreach or Cherish Center or any of dozens of others and get involved.  The more ministry you do, the more you will find yourself leaning into Jesus.  It’s a great way to grow in your faith.
Self-improvement is hard, especially when we rely on ourselves.  But when we are aware of how much Christ has done for us, we can press on after Him.  It is in his grace that we have the freedom to grow in our faith.

So let me encourage you to make some spiritual New Year’s resolutions this year, and then press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus has taken hold of you.
