
     Have you heard of the mental state described as “flow”? Researchers describe it as a state of focused attention,

when our goal is clear and reaching that goal requires us to use all our skills.People in a state of flow lose track of

time because they’re so engaged in what they’re doing. They describe it as a compelling, joyful, meaningful state.

     When I read the apostle Paul’s words in Philippians 3, he sounds like he lives his whole life in a flow state. He

is so focused on his goal that distractions fall away, and he finds great meaning and joy in pursuit of that goal.

     How can we learn from Paul and build more of this joyful focus into our own daily lives? What is this goal that

Paul finds so compelling?

 

     The goal is Jesus.

     In verse 8, Paul says, “I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my

Lord.” He reiterates in verse 14, “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in

Christ Jesus.”

     Paul wants to know Jesus better, to “gain Christ” (v. 8). This knowledge is not just a “head knowledge,” not just

knowledge about Jesus, but experiential knowledge, “heart knowledge,” knowledge of Jesus. This is Paul’s focus

in life; this is his compelling goal that he is “straining toward” (v. 13).

 

     The measure is Jesus.

     With knowing Jesus as Paul’s focus, he measures everything else in his life by whether it helps him toward

that goal or hinders him. In verses 4-6, Paul gives what Pastor Paul called his “resumé.” He lists all the symbols

of status that he collected – his privileges of birth, his achievements – and he weighs them. He asks, “Does this

thing I used to prize get me closer to Jesus or not?” Paul concludes that all these status markers mean nothing to

him any more, in fact, he considers them “rubbish” (v. 8). 

     Philippi was a Roman colony, and the Roman world prized markers of status. The goal of bringing honor to

your family by your achievements was seen as noble. Paul turned that upside down. He boldly declared that

since his achievements and his status kept him from truly knowing Jesus, he renounced them.

 

     The means is Jesus.

     Jesus is not only Paul’s goal, Jesus is Paul’s means for reaching that goal. It’s as if I said my goal was to love

music and I’d do that by letting the love of music grow in me – in that case, the love of music would be both the

goal and the means by which I reach that goal. 
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     Paul says that his goal is knowing Jesus and being found in him, and then writes, “not having 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” (v. 9). 

     Paul’s method of knowing Jesus more is by leaning in to the righteousness that comes through faith in Jesus.

He is not trying to get to know Jesus in a deeper way by working harder to produce his own righteousness. He is

not resting on his status markers as a way to know Jesus better. He is leaning on faith. He is trusting God’s provision

of salvation through Christ.

 

     The focus is amplified by a gospel community.

     Paul ends this chapter with a strong emphasis on joining with other people who are also intent on this goal of

knowing Jesus. He warns the Philippian church not to be sidetracked by people who have a different goal (vs. 18-

19). He encourages them to remember that they’re citizens of heaven (vs. 20), and to notice and emulate people

who follow Jesus (vs. 17).

 

     A focus on Jesus gives joy in the midst of trials.

     Remember, Paul was writing this letter from a Roman prison. How, in that horrible situation, could he be so

positive, so goal-oriented, so joyful? 

     The answer is simple: Paul knew that, as he wrote elsewhere, “in all things God works for the good of those who love

him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28).Paul was clear in all of his writing that God’s number

one goal for our lives is that we become more like Christ, that we know Jesus experientially. 

     And since Paul focused on God’s goal for his life, he rejoiced no matter what, because he knew that no

hardship on earth could hinder that goal.

     We might put other goals ahead of the goal of knowing Jesus, and those might be good goals – like being a

wonderful mother, or writing a book, or giving generously to good causes. But circumstances can sabotage those

goals. We might be infertile, unable to have children. We might lose our health, lose our money, or be unjustly

imprisoned like Paul. If we’ve put those good goals ahead of the goal of knowing Jesus and becoming more like

him, then we will find it hard to recover from those setbacks. We will not see how God is working for our good

in all things.

     But when our goal is to know Jesus, no setback on earth can keep that from happening. In fact, awful

circumstances might even help us reach our goal! 

     Can you imagine: “I don’t mind that my health is deteriorated and I have to use a wheelchair to get around,

it’s been helping me know how Jesus is with me in my limitations and weakness.”

     “I rejoice even though my much loved adult daughter isn’t following Christ, it’s allowing me to know Jesus as

one who comforts me in my sorrow.”

     Or echoing Paul in prison, “I rejoice even in prison, because it’s helping me know Christ and ‘the fellowship of

sharing in his sufferings.’”(v. 10).

     Let’s follow the example of the apostle Paul. Let’s sharpen our focus on knowing Jesus ever more deeply, ever

more intimately.

     Then we too can experience the “flow state” of joyful focus. No matter what.
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