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Lection — Philippians 3:13-14 (New Revised Standard Version)



(v. 13) But this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what
lies ahead, (v. 14) | press towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in
Christ Jesus.

I. Description of the Liturgical Moment

Most, if not all, black churches have “Watch Night Services” on New Year’s Eve. The
service usually begins around 10 p.m. and lasts until after midnight. For some black
Christians this service is the precursor to a full night of New Year’s celebrations, but for
others the service serves as the only demarcation of the coming year of new possibilities.

As close as it can be historically pinpointed, the initial observance of Watch Night
service in the African American church began on December 31, 1862, when the service
was referred to as “Freedom’s Eve.” On that cold December evening thousands of
enslaved descendants from Africa gathered in churches and private homes to pray and
praise God anxiously awaiting the news that the Emancipation Proclamation had become
law. Prior to this evening, rumors had circulated that at the stroke of midnight, January 1,
1863, all slaves in the Confederate States would be declared legally free as a result of the
new laws set in motion by President Abraham Lincoln. When the declaration of their
human independence was affirmed, the freed slaves shouted, sang songs of joy, and fell
to their knees with thankful hearts for the new era of freedom that had come their way.
After this occurrence African Americans continued to gather annually to commemorate
their independence and praise God for bringing them safely through another year with the
promise of a new era of freedom on the horizon. This was the beginning of a tradition
that still remains.!

I1. Biblical Interpretation for Preaching and Worship: Philippians 3:13-14
Part One: The Contemporary Contexts of the Interpreter

As a pastor, | have noticed that the current job market and our economy are causing many
Christians to become disheartened and emotionally weary. While writing this
commentary, | was confronted by several parishioners who were facing unemployment,
losing their homes due to the mortgage crisis, ill without health care, and living off of
their savings that were dwindling fast. Although the church | serve is nestled within one
of the wealthiest communities in the United States, Newton, Massachusetts, we are just a
stones throw away from downtown Boston, which contributes to our wide array of
congregants in varying financial positions. On any given Sunday, some of the nation’s
top Harvard scientists and professors are seated next to homeless persons and recently
released brothers from our state prisons. During services such as Watch Night, the
congregational diversity is even more intensified.

I write this commentary with a mental picture of the faces of possible persons who will
be seated in my congregation on New Year’s Eve dealing with these types of economic
concerns. As a homiletician, | always seek to interpret Scriptures through a literary and
historical lens to addresses the soci-economic issues of the immediate context of my



parishioners. My goal in this commentary is to encourage persons to persevere, using the
memories of their past experiences amidst the challenges of their present situations, to
press towards the prize of the personal freedom that is in Christ Jesus.

Part Two: Biblical Commentary

Historical Features:

According to Acts 16, the Apostle Paul established the church at Philippi during his
second missionary journey. Nearly ten years after its conception, Paul finds himself
imprisoned in Rome (AD 61-63). When the church in Philippi heard of his imprisonment
they sent a man, by the name of Epaphroditus, to Rome bearing gifts for Paul. While in
Rome, Epaphroditus became very ill and this greatly concerned the members of the
church in Philippi. Eventually Epaphroditus recovered from his illness, and in order to
console the concerns of the Christians at Philippi as it pertained to both he and
Epaphroditus, Paul sent Epaphroditus back to Philippi with a letter which we now know
as the book of Philippians. In this letter Paul expresses his gratitude for the gifts,
informed the Philippians of his condition, and taught and exhorted them to remain
faithful in their pursuit of the prize of the high calling. It is in this context that Paul says:
“but this one thing | do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies
ahead, | press towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.”

This information is important because it gives us the following contexts:

1. It gives us the literary structure of our focal text which it is a portion of a larger work
that is a letter;

2. It lets us know that Paul writes about pressing towards a goal while he is imprisoned at
Rome. This could serve as a great preaching point because although Paul is in prison he
strains forward with the hope that something better lies ahead for him. This point also ties
well into the context of the history of Watch Night because the enslaved Africans who
were, for all intents and purposes, imprisoned in America, always pressed towards the
common goal of freedom even though there seemed to be no escape in sight. Thus, we
can encourage those persons who are listening within our pews to press towards the goal
of economic stability in the face of a failing economy.

However, a question remains, What does it mean to press and what realities are created
when an individual conspires with the Spirit of God to change their present situations? |
believe the answers are as follows: Pressing is the process of determined endurance. The
word “press” here denotes a sort of chasing or swift pursuing. The NRSV uses the word
“strain,” which means to stretch out for something. The image that my Pastor/Father in
ministry, the Reverend Edward Spenser Reynolds, often used to explain this text was that
of a runner who is near the finishing line giving it all that he’s got to finish the race.
Thus, when we are at our “wits end” and feel as if the sun is setting on our race, the idea
of pressing and cultivating an attitude of determined endurance may be the very thing that
pushes us to win in the end instead of giving up in a difficult moment. However, pressing
is very difficult in moments where everything seems to be against us—for runners it may



be gravity and wind that is against them; for Christians it may be economic
circumstances. Nonetheless, the text gives the reader two ways to ensure that he or she
continues to press: (1) to forget what is behind you while pressing, and (2) to strain
forward with a goal in mind. It is important to never limit yourself based upon the
mistakes and occurrences of your past. If a runner is singularly focusing on her or his
previous defeats while running a present marathon, the mental stimulation of failure will
invoke a present recurrence of a past defeat.

But this leads to a second question: If one is not to focus on the failures or bad
experiences of the past, on what should a person focus? Paul challenges us to strain
forward to what lies ahead. In other words, we are to concentrate on our present goal
instead of our past. The key word in this portion of the verse is “forward.” It is very hard
for a runner to run forward and win if she or he is looking backwards. Looking
backwards makes it difficult to stay in your lane, avoid collisions, and to even see the
finish line. According to the great African missionary David Livingstone, “God put eyes
in front of our heads for a reason. Backward running is perilous. We are made to run
forward. Be looking ahead. Christianity is a forward-looking faith and Christians are to
be a forward-looking people.?

Let me take a brief turn here and address a few contemporary aspects of this biblical text.
How might this text prompt contemporary individuals and communities to behave
differently? What themes or elements from this text potentially inhibit or support justice
or injustice and peace or violence?

In keeping with our previous recurring theme of freedom in the context of Watch Night’s
African American history and in congruence with the previous quote of David
Livingstone about Christianity being a forward-looking faith, the question must be asked:
What are some communal forward-looking/thinking goals that the greater Christian
community can/should establish as goals to press towards amidst our economic and
cultural prisons that enslave many of our parishioners? Perhaps, as churches in
economically challenging communities or with our suffering parishioners, we could press
towards the mark by straining our resources to:

e Provide resources for the unemployed,
e Be present forces in our local governments to lobby for the underemployed;
e Encourage our parishioners to accumulate savings, land, and businesses;

e Promote economic empowerment through venues that most affect for our
congregational demographic;

e Find ways to welcome all persons in our churches; and

e Seek to assist those who were incarcerated and are trying to re-establish
themselves in a culture that often blocks all doors to them before they begin.



These are examples of goals that a church could press for in the New Year.
Celebration

At the end of our pressing we will reach our goal. As a result of attaining that goal there
IS a prize, which is in Christ Jesus who is the personification of achievement in the face
of obstacles. He pressed from the economic status of barnyard cradle and a rugged cross
to receive the prize of resurrection after being imprisoned in the grave. He gained all of
this because he strained himself on the cross and pressed towards his goals. We can do
likewise, because he is within us, and Greater is the God that is within us than the evil
forces that are within the world. As we await the New Year, behind us are all of its losses
and even its victories. What remains ahead is the prize of the high calling of God in Jesus
Christ. This is what we shall strive for, above all, in the New Year.

Descriptive Details
The descriptive details of this passage include:
Actions: Forgetting what lies behind, straining forward to what lies ahead, pressing on.

Honesty with self: Paul looks forward in faith, but stands in reality. “Beloved I do not
consider that | have made it my own, but . . .—this word in the English vernacular allows
what is to come thereafter to triumph over what was stated before. Thus, although he has
not laid ahold of the prize yet, because he is pressing and straining, he will.

Sights: A person straining. The referencing in the text is to the Greek foot races, their
finishing posts, and the award that went to the winner (Philippians 2:16; 1 Corinthians
9:24-27).

I11. Other Sermonic Comments or Suggestions

A New Year’s Prayer: “We pray tonight, O God, for confidence in ourselves, our powers,
and our purposes in this beginning of a New Year. Ward us from all lack of faith and
hesitancy and inspire in us not only the determination to do a year’s work well, but also
the unfaltering belief that what we wish to do, we will do. Such faith, O Lord, is born of
Works. Every deed accomplished finishes not only itself, but is also fallow ground for
future deeds. Abundantly endow us, Our Father, with this deed-born Faith. Amen.”

Links and Videos

Article links:
http://www.allrightmagazine.com/history/watch-night-services-the-anticipation-of-
freedom-6156/
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