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Press on to the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus +

There is a moment in the wedding ceremony when all the participants and guests pause in great expectation. The doors in the church open. The bride stands on the threshold. The music begins and she takes her first step forward into a new life. There are many such threshold moments in our lives. Graduations. Ordinations. The first day in a new job. The birth of a child; those moments when all that came before pales in the bright possibility offered by a new future. Paul’s letter to his beloved friends in Philippi reflects on the threshold moments offered by Jesus Christ.

Paul had it all. He had the right education and pedigree; the tribe of Benjamin. He was considered blameless, always being careful to follow to the letter not just the original ten commandments, but all 613 commandments in Torah. Paul’s passion for God, his love of the Law, led him to persecute those he felt threatened the Hebrew way of life. In defense of his faith, Paul proudly rooted out pockets of Christianity where ever they were found, even traveling great distances to do so. It was Paul, then known as Saul, who looked on as the deacon Stephen was stoned to death. 
As you know, everything changed for Paul in one moment on the road to Damascus. On his way to arrest some Christians there, Paul encountered the risen Christ, changing his life, changing his mind, changing his heart. Post-modern Christians often misunderstand Paul. Some of his letters have been misinterpreted or had single lines taken out of context, or taken as commandments. For this reason, some that would just as soon throw all of Paul’s writings out the window, or at least out of the Bible.

Paul is credited with writing many of the letters to the early Christians, to those in Corinth, in Rome, Colossus, Ephesus, Galatia, and Philippi. Paul’s letters often addressed local issues in his letters, such as disorderly worship, misconduct, or to encourage those facing great hardships. Paul was a strong advocate for the full admittance of Gentiles into those early gatherings of Jewish followers of Jesus. And yet, over the past 1900 years parts of his letters have been twisted around to keep some people out of full inclusion in the Body of Christ and to justify human social systems such as slavery, that were accepted in Paul’s day. Because Paul believed that Jesus was going to return in his lifetime, or at least in the lifetime of many of his hearers, he felt Christians should not draw any more negative attention on their house churches. They were already facing persecution.  Paul wanted no other issue to take away from the proclamation of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is known as the letter of joy. He uses the word joy 15 times in this short letter. This is made all the more remarkable by the fact that he writes it from prison where he is held under the death penalty. To the gathering of Christians who were so dear to Paul, he speaks of how proud he once was of his credentials, authority, and relentless conviction and zeal for what he thought was right. All that came before he calls rubbish. Actually in the Greek he wrote animal dung, but our translators settled on rubbish. Instead of being paralyzed by the shame of his past actions, Paul chooses to put it behind him and focus instead on the prize of ever new life in Christ. He acknowledges that there is nothing else of which he would boast, no other credential to claim or desire to fill outside of wanting to know Jesus Christ.
When our oldest daughter ran cross-country, she asked me to wait for her ¾ of the way  up the infamous Green Monster trail in Windham. At a certain place on the trail Karen wanted me to cheer her on by name. After leaving the grueling hill, she knew she would need a fresh burst of confidence in order to dash for the finish line.

Paul is offering to his friends this same encouragement. They are facing persecution for their beliefs. In being baptized into the life of Christ, they have left behind the security of their previous lives. They have left behind the status quo and are forging ahead into unknown and uncharted paths. Whether our past holds moments of which we are proud, whether there are times we would just as soon forget, or perhaps a mixture of these two things. Where ever we are, in each moment we are offered the hope and promise of a new beginning. We stand on the threshold, perched between the past and the future. In each moment, now and now and now, we are invited to base our identity, our worth, and our purpose, not in the past, but on what Christ is calling us to be.

Paul does not pretend that he has a complete understanding of the mind of Christ. And yet he presses on, he continues in the path that he has been shown and urges those listening to do the same. Like Paul, we no longer need to be tied to what has come before, we need not be tied to the letter of the law which was carved in stone; we can allow the spirit of the law, Christ’s law of love to be written on our hearts. We press on to the glory of new life in the resurrected Christ. We press on until all have been reconciled to God and to all other living things. As Paul said to the Galatians, “As many as have been clothed with Christ, there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” 

This is our new identity, this is our prize. Amen

