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The Prize of Christ

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God, our IFaéinel from our Lord and
Savior, Jesus Christ, amen. The text for the serhis day comes from the Epistle,
which was read earlier.

All too often in our lives, we like to think of cgelves as being more important
than what we are. If we were not present, thedwduld fall apart; in short, the world
needs me, the world needs you. During the lifeail, it was no different. The practice
of laying out ones credentials to attain a highac@ in society was a common practice.
When Paul wrote to the church at Philippi, he layshis credentials and shows the
Church who he isicircumcised on the eighth day, of the people ohé$ of the tribe of
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, arlRe&, as to zeal; a persecutor of the
church; as to righteousness, under the law blanseleslis life conformed to the law
from his eighth day, when he was circumcised. He fxom the high-ranking tribe of
Benjamin. Both of his parents were Hebrews. Adthis privileged ancestry his
religious achievements: faithful Pharisee, zeajmrsecutor of the church, above
reproach as a keeper of the Law of Moses. If aey@d the credentials of the day, it
was Paul. If you want to look at the people ofdlag, if Paul were not there, then the
world could very well fall apart.

We share the same mentality of Paul, don’t we? thifek that the more degrees
we have, the more letters after our name, the mgpertant and valuable we are.
Through all of this, we further our careers, eaorermoney, and now have the right to

look down our noses at those who are below us efoibd chain.
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That may be how some in the world may think, bat {s not what Paul is writing
to the Church at Philippi. He could have very lgdaid out his credentials and
demanded that he have a position of authority awgep both in the church and the
government, yet he did not. He had far outclagsexh the best of the Judaizers. If
salvation were by works, Paul would have been gueeal clear entrance to heaven.
And at one time Paul considered all that to hidipriney were all advantages that would
have helped him gain an eternal reward. But sihaeblinding experience on the road to
Damascus, Paul’'s eyes of faith were opened, amibWwerealized that all those things
were to his disadvantage. They stood in the wadyohaving a right relationship with
the Lord and kept the gates of heaven shut up foghtim. They did not gain any
righteousness for him but only led him away from ttue righteousness in Christ. They
were now all to his “loss.” Those old ideas neetdelde abandoned as totally useless and
worthless. Paul doesn’t hold his credentials bargaining chip. Instead, he makes a
statement to the Philippians that is unexpectddetlay:‘But whatever gain | had, |
counted as loss for the sake of Christ.”

This is not the response that one would have @gge¢o come from the mouth of
Paul, nor is the response that one would have ¢éxgpé&om many living in Philippi.

Paul was not afraid to preach the Word of God tmagr at any time in any place. By
these contrasts Paul shows the surpassing wodisol Christ compared to his former
life. None of his former credentials can compatitwhat Paul has found in the Gospel
of Jesus Christ, in whom this former legalist hasid a righteousnesSshat comes from
the law, but that which comes through faith in Ghfi By comparison, all his former

achievements he considengifalov, “rubbish, things that are worthless and detestabl
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What he thought was the feast of God’s approvalwedlsing but the garbage left over
after the feast. Note that Paul does not reject $Sloaw, but he rejects the confidence
that he had in himself because he kept the Lawtifibation before God has come
throughGod'sfulfillment of the Law in Christ. For Paul thecan never again be
“righteousness of my own that comes from the law.”

It is important to realize that some of the thitigat we as Christians often regard
as a real advantage and to our “profit” can acyuad! to our disadvantage if we regard
them as a meritorious work. Boasting over the flaat one has been baptized and
confirmed, that one has received a Christian edut#trough a Lutheran elementary or
high school, taking pride in one’s church atten@sawed “all that I've done” for the
church—this stands in the way of relying on Jeshiss€alone for salvation. While they
can do much to benefit us, when they become obgddtsist for righteousness before
God, they need to be thrown out like garbage. stigithe focus. Faith in Jesus Christ is
far superior to anything we can give to the Lord.

The question we need to ask ourselves is “Whatiigarus?” Are we focused on
the things that we do, the achievements that we bawmed, our own personal
recognition in the eyes of others? If that's whewe focus lies, then there is no need for
Jesus, for all that we need, we can accomplisretugs. If however, we have the
mentality of Paul, then we can boldly confé$syr | decided to know nothing among
you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”

That was the problem that Paul found in many efdhurches which he visited or
which he wrote to: people were more about struttivegr peacock feathers to others,

indicating to others all the things thiéey have done to earn eternal life. There is
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nothing that we ever could, can, or will be ableléoto earn eternal life. We deceive
ourselves into thinking that salvation can comeniaside of us. Salvation is external,
coming from the work of Jesus Christ and Him aloties His life, death, and
resurrection which is able to bring about forgivenef sins, life, and salvation.

For Paul, he was looking forward to the resuroegthnamely, his own
resurrection from the dead and the life everladtivag is found in Jesus Christ. As
Christians study their Scriptures and make regusarof the sacraments, the Holy Spirit
brings the glories of Christ and the power of Hisurrection into ever clearer focus.
Through the Holy Spirit's work in their lives, théggin to experience the power of
Jesus’ resurrection as they rejoice more and magetbeir forgiveness, and as they,
through repentance and faith, gain the daily viemover sin. As they put up with the
ridicule and persecutions the world hurls their v@ag as they daily put to death their
sinful nature with all its desires, they shareha fellowship of Christ’s sufferings and
become more like Him in His death. The final gisaheir own resurrection to glory.

My friends, this is what Paul strove for; this was prize: resurrection and
everlasting life. This too is our prize. It ipaze that is won by faith and faith alone, not
by works. Relying on our works pushes us furthveayafrom the prize which was won
for us by Jesus Christ and His death on the crdés.need to keep our eyes on the prize.
Do not be distracted by the attractions of thisldor by its distractions. Consider the
example of Peter when he walked on the water. &edistracted by the storm and took
his eyes off Jesus and began to sink. When wediakeyes off of Jesus, we lose sight of
the prize won for us by Jesus Christ. Growingreccg means learning more and more to

live in the awareness that our guilt has been VYergi that our future is secure in Christ,
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and that as a result we are truly free to livenim present. God will continue to do the
work that He began in us when we came to Christ wetsee Him face-to-face.

Paul rightly makes the point when he saj&t that | have already obtained this
or am already perfect, but | press on to make itonwy, because Christ Jesus has made
me his own.” Why is this important? The importance lies whk tast eight words of
this verse!'...because Christ Jesus has made me his oWlMée do not make ourselves
Christ’'s own. We do not bring about our own sabsat It is Christ Jesus who makes us
His own. Itis Christ Jesus who gives to us sawat Because of Jesus Christ, peess
on toward the goal for the prize of the upward @dliGod in Christ Jesus.’In the name
of Jesus, amen. Now the peace of God which pafis@sderstanding, keep your hearts

and minds in Christ Jesus, amen.
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