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Lent 5, 2007
Text:  Philippians 3:8-14
Theme:  The tension of being a Christian

1. Perfect through Christ

2. Yet always striving

Preached:  March 25, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Tension. We usually think of it as a bad thing. It makes us think of being tense or nervous. But do you know what the most basic definition of tension is? It simply means “stretching.” It is the stretching of an object in order to make that object serve a useful purpose. Let me use the strings of a musical instrument as an example. A violin for instance must have just the right amount of tension on its strings in order to produce its beautiful sounds. If the strings are wound too tightly, the pitch that the string makes will be higher. And if all four of the strings don’t have the right balance of tension and they are wound too tightly, they will make that shrill, out-of-tune sound that we’ve probably all heard violins make before. It kind of reminds you of fingernails scratching on a blackboard. On the other hand, if there is not enough tension on the strings, they will sound flat—lower than they’re supposed to—or if they are too loose, they won’t make any sound at all. So just the right amount of tension—not too much and not too little—is necessary.
God has put a certain tension in the lives of His children. On the one hand He has given us an utter peace, a quietness and sense that everything is good and in harmony. This harmony exists in the life of a believer because of God’s grace, because out of the goodness of His love He has disarmed the tense situation that existed between us and Him due to the fact that our sins were such an offense to Him. God has completely slacked off on us. He does not treat us as our sins deserve, but has let us go scott free. He allowed His own Son to take the burden of our sins on Himself and let us escape the punishment of our sins. We can live in complete peace. Nothing need bother us. We are in harmony with God.

But at the same time, God does not let us rest on His Son’s laurels. Although Jesus has run the race for us, God does not want us to merely sit in the stands and cheer His Son on. Although the race is already won for us, the Apostle Paul urges us to run the race of life this morning as if everything were at stake. He urges us to live life with an exhilaration, to strain forward with every fiber of our being to win the goal which Jesus has already won for us. 
Can you see the tension in today’s sermon text? There almost seems to be a contradiction in the way the Apostle Paul describes our lives as children of God. In the first paragraph Paul describes that perfect righteousness that we have from Jesus. You know Paul’s writings well enough to know that this is one of his favorite subjects. He just glows whenever he can talk about “the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.” He knows that everything is perfect with God, not because he has “a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” All Paul wants to know is “Christ and the power of his resurrection.”
Paul understood that Jesus made him perfect. Paul was a perfectionist. In his earlier life he was the kind of person who thought he could do well enough that God would be pleased with him. In the verses that go ahead of our sermon text today Paul states his previous qualifications—what he thought would make him right with God:  “If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless.”

But when confronted by Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul became painfully aware that none of this made him in any way right with God. It’s these religious “credentials” that he’s talking about in the first paragraph of the sermon text that he calls “rubbish.” “I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ.” Our attempts at keeping God’s law do us no good, because unless we can keep His law perfectly, none of our attempts accomplish anything for us. So God gives the whole thing to us as a gift. He takes Jesus’ righteousness, and He superimposes it on us. Through faith Jesus becomes ours. He covers us—our sin-spotted flesh—with His righteousness. We now look pleasing to God. We have been put back into harmony with God. Now we can rest easy. There is no tension left in our lives. Everything has been taken care of. We can lie down in our beds each evening with Jesus’ words ringing in our ears, “It is finished.” There is no task left undone, nothing that should make us feel nervous or worried that we haven’t done enough. It’s all been taken care of. Complete harmony and bliss.
But then Paul goes on in the second paragraph and seems to contradict all this:  “Not 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.” Paul is capturing here that scene that you no doubt have at some time seen in some movie (it’s been in so many) where someone falls off of a cliff and his partner, who is still safely on top of the cliff, grabs him by the arm and begins to pull him out of certain death that awaits him on the rocks below. As the man on top is pulling for all he’s worth, the falling man gets his hand around the other man’s arm, and they form a link that eventually allows the man on top to pull his partner back up to safety.

You see, Jesus has grabbed a hold of us and is pulling us heavenward. But we dare not just be dead weight for Him. We dare not think that grace means that we can just sit idly by, and let everything up to God. Those who take grace for granted don’t understand grace. God’s grace spurs us on to respond to Him, to be active in running in the direction that He has now set us on. God’s children are not spoiled children who simply wait for everything to be handed to them. When they come to grasp how God has done everything for their salvation, it causes them to respond in kind. Grace makes them gracious people who are just as eager to go to work for God as He was eager to do everything for them. 
God has placed salvation firmly in our hands, and yet it doesn’t make them lazy hands. It makes us reach out to embrace it and take hold of it. “Brothers, 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, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” Children of God are active people. They are confident people. They are optimistic people. They don’t give up. They are always “straining forward.” What does a runner do? He keeps his eyes on the finish line. Every muscle in his body moves in that direction. He is not distracted by anything around him.
“Forgetting what is behind”—that’s a very important knack that children of God must develop if they are going to learn to live life God’s way. Far too many believers live their lives constantly kicking themselves for sins committed in the past. They don’t need to do that. This is the beauty of the Christian faith. We can live every day of life with a completely clean slate. Though we sin daily, there is daily forgiveness for us. When we lie down each night asking God to forgive the sins of that day, we can begin the next day with a completely clean slate. Far too many believers try to live their faith with a “have to” mind-set, thinking they have to do good things to make up for the mistakes of the past. If you run your race with that idea in mind, you will become the most worn out, run down Christian! Deeds that are truly good in God’s eyes, never have the slightest hint of compulsion behind them. If you have even the least feeling of “I have to,” or even “I really should . . .,” don’t do what you were considering. If you get into that mode of thinking, you are right back where Paul started—trying to have “a righteousness of [your] own that comes from the law.”
True Christian striving comes only out of purely positive motives. It is a whim that comes from the Spirit, that He puts in your head. It’s a purely good idea that you say to yourself, “I’m just going to do it for the fun of it—out of thankfulness to God.” It’s not something that you have to do. It’s something that you get to do. It’s not something you get a reward for. Its joy comes in the doing of it. The more you learn to know the gospel the more this delightful itch comes up in your mind. There’s no idea of reward attached to it. These deeds are done free of charge. Jesus gives you your forgiveness free of charge. And you embrace that gift by saying, “What can I give to others free of charge?”
There’s a tension in the Christian life. With Christ you get everything free of charge. But it doesn’t make you a free loader. The grace of God makes active, eager, optimistic children of God. May you discover the joy of the tensions of the Christian life in this Lenten season! It will make you feel like a winner.  Amen. 
