T EB A 4T R Forsake for Christ’s Sake 12/31/23
ET7 EEEE Philippians 3:7-14

5]& INTRODUCTION

Today’s is the last day of 2023. Do you remember any major affairs that happened in the world
this year? In my upbringing, TV stations produced special news programs every December.
Those shows reviewed the big local and international events which occurred that year. Those
incidents could be about economic status, new records being set, deaths of famous people, key
disasters, etc. As people come to a certain age, they have a general feeling of déja vu when
watching those programs. It is just like the Bible says: “There’s nothing new under the sun.”
From the world around us, we can look at ourselves. What major things happened to you or your
family this year? Perhaps there are beautiful memories you savor. But there may be misfortunes
you want to forget. Someone totaled my wife’s car in the summer. Later she got a new car. Then
she also had a minor surgery last month. But my family received a lot of love and care from all
of you. Whether good or bad things, our previous experience serves as learning moments. We
hope to repeat the success we have and to avoid the same mistakes we made. Our past shapes the
person we are today. The future is a blank page waiting for us to compose our life stories. For
Christians, God is our author and we are His collaborators. He will lead us if we follow Him.
Therefore, as we begin a new year, let us step out by faith.

fi#Z¥E EXPLANATION
1. [O]gH Look Back

In this passage, Paul first looks back to his past. He contrasts his life pursuit before and after he
received Jesus. He says in verse 7: But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of
Christ. What were Paul’s previous gain? He outlines what he used to have in verses 4-6. Paul had
quite a stellar resume. He was born as a pure-breed Jew. He was very knowledgeable of the Old
Testament Law because he completed training to become a Pharisee. He also worked the hardest
to suppress Christianity. At that time, the Jews denied Jesus as their Messiah. They thought that
Jesus betrayed their traditional belief and started a new cult. Paul was among some zealous
religious leader who persecuted followers of Jesus. They arrested those believers, tortured and
imprisoned them. They believed that they were serving a noble cause for God. But they were
wrong. God showed mercy to Paul by saving him. He revealed to Paul from a voice in heaven
while he was on his way to Damascus to capture Christians. God asked Paul: “Why do you
persecute me?” Then Paul realized that he had been acting against God all his life. From that
experience, God completely changed Paul and chose him to become an apostle to the Gentiles.
As Paul looked back, all those accomplishments he once took pride in were now counted as loss.
He uses a strong word in verse 8 to describe all those merits: Indeed, I count everything as loss
because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered
the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ. The word is
“rubbish.” Those valuable things Paul once cherished now became trash. Family background,
education and training are all good things in themselves. However, they became worthless to
Paul for two reasons. First, those qualities could not earn him salvation. Paul realized that
knowing the Law and practicing the Law could never save him. Nowadays, many people falsely



believe that they can go to heaven because they are “good” people. Of course, helping others,
donating to charities and being noble citizens are all good things. The problem is, those efforts
and intentions can never compensate for the sins we commit. Also, God is not asking for a
passing grade. He demands perfection! Who can proudly claim that they can do good in all time
under all situations? God’s grace make up for our deficiency and it takes away our pride. We are
not saved because we are better, richer or smarter than others. We can only thank God for His
grace. The credentials Paul had were worthless in earning his salvation. Secondly, those qualities
were worthless pursuit compared to knowing Christ. Look at verses 10-11: 10 That I may know
him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his
death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. God saved Paul
and called him to share the gospel to non-Jew people. From then on, his life purpose was to
know Christ. He says he wants to know Christ in His suffering, death and resurrection. The focus
was not to do an academic research on Jesus’ experience in the world. Paul wanted to identify
with Christ in those experience. For example, Paul faced persecution as he preached the gospel.
He got a taste of how Jesus felt when He was mocked and beaten by enemies, and the emotional
trauma of being abandoned by fellow believers. In the process, Paul learned that he could
triumph by using Jesus as his role model. Kids go through a similar pathway as they grow into
adulthood. Parents wash their children’s clothes, prepare their lunch, pack their school bags and
drop them off at school. However, kids must go to their classes, pay attention to the lessons, do
their homework and finish their exams. Growing up is full of challenges. But kids can have an
easier path if they listen to parents’ guidance and follow their examples. The mentality is: “If my
dad and mom can do it, so can I.” Likewise, we can live a victorious Christian life by following
our Lord who had been there and done that. We must submitted ourselves to the Father and draw
strength from Him like Jesus did. Paul said that his goal was to know Christ after he was saved.
We need to ask ourselves if we have the same objective in mind. We can know Jesus more by
reading the Bible every day and attend church meetings. But do you know Him through your
daily activities? In other words, are you sensitive to His presence in your study, work, hobbies
and inter-personal relationship? Do you use Biblical principles as guidelines to make decisions?
Besides knowing Jesus more, can people around you know Him through you? Every now and
then you hear gospel friends say that they do not want to believe in Jesus because they cannot see
how our faith affects our lives. That is something we need to reflect on. The way we speak, the
manner we treat others and the values we display should help people know Jesus more. We hope
that they will come to a conclusion: “I want to receive the God they believe!” From our personal
life we can switch focus to our church life. Are our meetings centered on helping people know
Christ? We just celebrated Christmas. We were busy preparing special programs, songs,
decorations and activities. Coworkers felt exhausted. After everything was said and done, we
need to ponder whether believers and non-believers alike came to know Jesus more through our
effort. The same principle applies to everything else. Our kitchen crew does not only cook. They
run a food ministry. Nursery coworkers do not babysit. They help young children know Jesus.
Choir members do not perform their musical talents. They sing about the goodness of our Lord.
Let Jesus be the main focus in all we do!

2. {I¥¥ Look Up

Paul looked back at his past and considered all that he had and did was worthless compared to
knowing Christ. Now he looks up to the goal God sets for him. He determines to get to that



destination. He says in verses 13-14: 13 Brothers, I do not consider that [ have made it my own.
But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 1
press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. What were
Paul’s goal and prize that he looked up to? It was all about knowing Christ. He gradually gained
more knowledge of Christ in this lifetime. While that result is fulfilling, it is limited. Paul’s
ultimate goal was to see Christ in glory. Then he will know the Lord completely. That eternal
objective energized him. He uses a metaphor of a runner to illustrate it. Every contestant only has
one goal in the mind — to win. All the preparation, diet restriction and weight-training are aiming
toward victory. Once a competition has started, runners will put their full attention to the course
ahead. Even peeking at the opponents behind may cause you fractions of a second. We have quite
a few marathon athletes in our church. They surely know how to run a race. Sometimes, a race-
track is in an urban area. But no runner will stop at a store that is having a liquidation sale or pull
up at a coffee shop when smelling a sweet aroma. Those activities will distract them and slow
down their pace. The only goal is to beat other competitors and win. When Paul wrote 2 Timothy
4, he understands that he is about to reach his goal. He testifies in verses 7-8: 7 | have fought the
good fight, I have finished the race, | have kept the faith. 8§ Henceforth there is laid up for me the
crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and
not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. Paul had completed his journey. He
looked up to the podium in heaven, waiting to receive his trophy. There was no regret in his
heart, but pure joy. He could not wait to see the Lord. It is like finally meeting a person whom
you only heard of before. When I was young, there was a leisure activity of making pen-pals. It
was a fun way to improve my English. After I signed up, I was assigned a girl from Italy. We
wrote letters back and forth to communicate. We shared about our lives, family, school and
interests. I got to know something about a person from another country. But that knowledge was
quite superficial. Suppose I have enough money to buy a ticket and fly to Italy. Then I could sit
down and chat with her face-to-face. Of course, that never happened. Our friendship ended
abruptly. If you expand that interaction a million times, you can get a sense of how much more
we can know Jesus when we see Him in heaven. Today, we can know God by reading the Bible.
He reveals His nature and His works through the words. He also tells us His expectations on us.
He hopes that we will walk with Him daily, avoid sinning and find opportunities to tell others
about Him. In addition, God lives in the believers through the Holy Spirit. We can feel God’s
presence in us. However, all those knowledge and experience are limited. We are confined in a
finite body and in a physical world. Those boundaries will be lifted when we meet God in glory.
You see, Christian life from start to finish is about knowing Christ. It is not a religion; it is a
relationship. We do not only believe in some doctrines. We connect with the Lord. Unfortunately,
some believers find reading the Bible and coming to the church as boring and even a waste of
time. Perhaps they treat their faith as a means to get what they want. They go to God only when
they have certain needs. In exchange, perhaps they donate some money as a compensation to
God’s service to them. I hope that attitude does not summarize your belief. Receiving Jesus is
similar to getting married. Your spouse will be very sad if you married her because she can wash,
cook and give birth to babies. He will be heart-broken if you are only looking for a permanent
meal ticket, a free handyman to fix things and a credit card for shopping. Marriage is about
getting to know the person you love. The same is true about becoming a Christian. Paul looked
up to the final goal of knowing Christ perfectly. Is that your goal too? If so, how does that final
reward shape your current life? Just like Paul did, we are on a lifetime race. We are not
comparing with other believers and see who read more Scriptures, who pray longer, offer more



money or win more souls to Christ. We are competing against our tendency to be complacent and
even to fall back in our faith. Sometimes we say to ourselves: “Why bother? My salvation is
confirmed. I’1l just take it easy and wait for my turn to go to heaven. Let other enthusiastic
believers serve in the church and evangelize to others. I’ll just keep my involvement minimum.
I’1l go to church when I’'m free. I’ll pray to God when I need something from Him.” Brothers and
sisters: do not just hang around; keep running. Continue to grow in your knowledge of the Lord
and your love for Him. Encourage one another, especially those who have retreated to the
sideline.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

God will lead us if we follow Him. Let us step out by faith as we begin a new year. God has been
doing some amazing things in your life. I recommend that you spend some time to look back at
this year. Respond to Him with thanks. Then look up to the goal God sets for you in the new
year. Trust Him and walk with Him. God has been good to you, and He is gracious to our church
too. At the Council meeting two weeks ago, coworkers shared some exciting things God did in
our church. One sister came up with a list. Let me share something she wrote.

Brand-new or renewed ministries:
e Our roof was replaced
e We rolled out a pickleball ministry on Sunday afternoon
e We went back to the Student Life Camp after the pandemic years
e Our children’s choir has a new name called “Kingdom Kids”
e Some members received training on vocal techniques and sight-reading in the summer,
those efforts culminated to the restarting of church choir

God’s continual blessings:
e Our church has a stable finance and there is no mortgage
e We continue to partially support seven local and overseas missionaries
e Some members participated in local mission efforts at the food bank and others
collaborated with Howard Campbell at the Memphis Union Mission
e God brought 45 newcomers this year, fifteen of whom continue to attend our meetings
e Five brothers and sisters were baptized in the spring and fall
e There were one wedding and two funerals

I am sure you can think of other items. I am praying and hoping that we will have a longer list
this time next year! God will continue to use our church in 2024. We must march forward as a
team. [ hope that every member will find a place to participate. We always need people to lead,
teach, clean, cook, care and sing, etc. Will you join us to serve? Go to our leaders or come to me
if you see a need or if God nudges your heart. We talk about knowing Christ in this message.
Make that your goal too. Motivate each other in your small group to read the Bible daily and
come here every Friday and Sunday. Share how you experience the Lord in your life. If we
become stronger and more mature as individual believers, then so will our church as a whole.
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