
 
 

PHILIPPIANS CHAPTER 3 

Philippians 3:12-14 – Not that I have already obtained it or have already become 
perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold 
of by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; 
but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies 
ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus.   

Second Half Theme Verse 

Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is 
loving, whatever is reputable, if there is any virtue and if there any commendation, dwell on these things. 
Whatever you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, do these things, and the God of peace 
will be with you. 

Philippians 4:8-9 – Literal Translation 

Overview (3:12-14) 

The difficulty with this passage is the lack of an object in verses 12 and 13. The translators, in order to 
supply readability, place an “it” as a pronoun in verses 12 and 13, in italics in the NASB. The literal 
translation of verse 12-13 is: 

“Not that I already taken or already have been completed, but I pursue if I would 
take that which also I was taken by Christ Jesus. Brothers I myself do not consider 
having taken, but one; those things behind, forgetting; and to those things ahead, 
stretching out further.”   

What we have to do is supply the object; the context should dictate what is being addressed. The lack of the 
object in verse 12 and the indefinite pronouns (articles) in verse 13 leave a sense of ambiguity. If Paul 
intended a lack of specifics, we must understand why. 
In verse 14, we have our first object, goal, restated as the prize of the high calling of God. We must consider 
this as one of the options of the implied object of verses 12-13. Another option is to consider the 
resurrection in verse 11 as the object. And there may be a third option which will be developed. 
In this text (verses 12-16), there are 11 verbs and 5 more verbal words (infinitives or participles). Now, 
many of these verbs are repeated, but this is one of the highest concentrations of verbs in a paragraph in the 
Bible. 

Verse 12  

Obtained - λαμβάνω lambanō – when in the active voice, it means to take; in the passive, to receive. In this 
text, it is in the active voice, meaning that Paul has not taken it. The conjunction or in verse 12 tells us what 
Paul means by this. “It is not that I have already taken” is clarified by “already become perfect.” ***Note 
that this is a different word than verse 11, may attain. 

Become perfect is “τελειόω teleioō.” This word group is used three times in chapter 3, but each has a 
significant different implication. This word means complete or finished. Typically, the word perfect in 
English means “conforming absolutely to the description or definition of an ideal type; excellent or 
complete beyond practical or theoretical improvement; make flawless or faultless.”  
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In verse 12, the verb is in the Perfect Passive Indicative form. The use of this word in the perfect tense is 
very interesting. (Hebrews 5:9, 7:28, 10:14, 12:23; 1 John 2:5, 4:12-18). Paul uses this verb only one 
other time (2 Corinthians 12:9) where God’s ability is completed in Paul’s weakness. 

We must contrast this to the use of this word group as an adjective, “τέλειος teleios,” which Paul uses in 
verse 15. Paul uses this adjective metaphorically for mature (1 Corinthians 2:6; 14:20; Ephesians 4:13; 
Colossians 1:28; 4:12). Paul is the only biblical writer to use this adjective for the end result of spiritual 
growth. We must conclude that this adjective doesn’t have the same connotation as the verb in verse 12 
or of the noun in verse 19, where “τέλος telos” is the word end. 

In verse 12, we have a negation of the passive voice with the perfect tense of having been “τελειόω 
teleioō.” This Greek verb means to complete an activity (complete, bring to an end, finish, accomplish). 
The fact that this has not occurred in Paul’s life means that he is not referring to the work of God in 
justifying or sanctifying Paul. As we know those two things have happened.  

What is it in Paul’s life that is not yet complete? What will God complete in Paul?  

This is also explained as we continue in verse 12, what Paul pursues…  

Press on is “διώκω diōkō,” which means to pursue after a person or goal. It is in the Present Active 
Indicative; this verb structure is either a perpetual activity or status of Paul’s life. So, what is Paul pursuing?  

Paul pursues with the goal in mind to lay hold. This is the Greek word “καταλαμβάνω katalambanō.” This is 
the emphatic form of the word obtained (take). But what does he pursue? That which took him; this is the 
same word in the Aorist Passive Indicative. The means by which this thing took Paul was by Jesus Christ. 
Something has taken Paul—that which took Paul is also what Paul pursues himself. Once he gets it, he will 
have become complete. What is it?  

Verse 13  

Literal Translation - Brothers I myself do not consider having taken, but one; the things behind, forgetting, 
and to those things ahead, stretching out further. 

In this text, the words are fairly easy to understand. The word for reaching forward is a word picture where 
the person is straining to get to the end or prize. The typical idea is a race were the runner lunges forward at 
the end of the race. Paul strains after that which lies ahead. 

The things is a substantive plural article and does not have an antecedent. So, we still do not have an answer 
to the question, what things? 

 Verse 14  
This is where we come to a full and complete sentence with a subject-verb-direct object structure. The 
previous two verses have the same subject with verbs but no object. The subject is I, Paul referring to 
himself. The verb is the same as in verse 12, press on “διώκω diōkō,” which means to pursue.  

Now, we have an accusative noun (direct object). In the NASB, this word is goal, translated from “σκοπός 
skopos.” This is the only use of this noun in the New Testament. The verb “σκοπέω skopeō” means to pay 
careful attention. That which is being observed can be something negative (Romans 16:17) or positive 
(Philippians 3:17). So the noun then means that which you have your eye fixed upon.  
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Paul explains what he has his eye fixed upon, for the prize. Prize is “βραβεῖον brabeion,” which Paul uses in 
a similar metaphorical context (1 Corinthians 9:24). This is a reward for victory. In Philippians, the prize is 
of a particular kind. 

“Of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”  

Upward is the word “ἄνω anō.” The word means above, up; this denotes location or movement. In the 
New Testament, the idea of movement is used a couple of times (John 11:41; Hebrews 12:15). The idea 
of location is more prevalent: Jesus is from above, signs and wonders in the heavens above. This 
reference in Philippians relates very closely to Colossians 3:1-2. 

Paul’s prize is “of the above call.” This does not denote movement but location. The call is characterized 
by being from above. The word for call is the noun “κλῆσις klēsis.”  

1 Corinthians 1:26 – Consider your calling – the call of God is not according to man’s wisdom. 

Ephesians 1:18-19 – the hope of His calling – Paul desires to have the church understand everything 
that is received by the believer in accordance with the calling of God, which is in accordance with 
the authority of Jesus Christ both now and in the future. 

Ephesians 4:1-6 – walk in a manner worthy of the calling – Paul instructs the believers in Ephesus to 
have a manner of life that is in honor of the calling, a life that represents the character, love, and the 
grace of God. 

2 Thessalonians 1:11-12 – Paul prays that God would find that the church in Thessalonica has been 
worthy of the calling of our God. 

2 Timothy 1:8-9 – the One having saved us and the One having called us with a holy calling – This 
passage provides the most clarity; the noun calling is not to a function but the call to unbelievers to 
believe. An individual who responds to the call is called “κλητός klētos” and the body of believers is 
called “ἐκκλησία ekklēsia.” 

Paul’s pursuit is for the prize which is concerning the calling. We know that Paul was called as an 
apostle to spread the Gospel and to establish the “ἐκκλησία ekklēsia” among the Gentile nations. But 
this noun is not used in conjunction with Paul’s ministry. 

However, the concept of this pursuit being in accordance with Paul’s calling as an apostle is the 
conclusion of many very good exegetes. The reason I mention it is because this is Paul’s pursuit, and 
the context is Paul’s testimony. 

1. Paul’s pedigree 
2. Paul’s putting off confidence in the flesh 
3. Paul’s pursuit of Christ 
4. Paul’s passion for the prize  

Therefore, I do not want to dismiss the idea, although I do not agree that the calling in verse 14 is his 
calling as an apostle. In the end, his passionate pursuit of the prize is an example for all believers to 
follow Him in the pursuit. If this were about his apostleship, we could not follow Him.  
Some have concluded that each of us has a particular calling in Christ Jesus, i.e. a specific job or 
duty to which God calls us. The problem is that the word “κλητός klētos” is not used in that fashion. 
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Back to the main question 

Is the prize in accordance with the calling the object of Paul’s verbs in verses 12-13? Let’s plug it in with 
the literal translation: 

Not that I already taken (the prize) …  
or already have been completed (through Christ completed the task and claimed the prize) … 
but I pursue if I would take (the prize) which also I was taken (the prize in accordance with the calling 
has taken me) by Christ Jesus …   
Brothers, I myself do not consider having taken, but one; those things behind, forgetting; and to those 
things ahead, stretching out further (the process of striving for the prize is to keep your eyes focused on 
the end goal, not having past failures or successes distract you from the goal). 

Is it the resurrection? That is possible as the specific goal and prize. Paul fixes his sight on the resurrection 
and does not get distracted with temporal things. This also seems to fit with the passive perfect of “having 
been completed.”  

The problem is that Paul seems to have a goal in mind, and he is striving for a goal. The resurrection is 
not a reward nor is it a possibility but an absolute certainty.  
Romans 6:4-13 – This passage presents a challenge and a logical conclusion to our duty of having the 
resurrection of Jesus and our future resurrection as the basis for not having sin dominate our lives.  
Therefore, I can see how a person can conclude that the resurrection of Jesus is the driving force for Paul 
in Philippians, especially after verse 11. 

Let’s see how that would be exposited in this passage: 
Not that I already taken (the resurrection) …  

or already have been completed (the resurrection is the end game and Paul’s ultimate completion) … 
but I pursue if I would take (the resurrection) which also I was taken (the resurrection has already 
taken him as an absolute certainty and Paul pursues it as though he could take it) …   
Brothers, I myself do not consider having taken, but one; those things behind, forgetting; and to 
those things ahead, stretching out further (the process of striving for the prize is to keep your eyes 
focused on the resurrection and not get distracted on the physical world). 

Another option? In view of verses 15-16, Paul is challenging the church to think in this same manner. He 
guides the church into understanding how one should think. Perhaps the lack of object in verses 12-13 is 
purposeful and the goal (that which one fixes his eyes upon) and the prize is more general. 

1 Corinthians 9:24-27 – What is the race? What is the prize? What is the competition? Is it speaking of a 
literal imperishable wreath? How does one run or box? Paul is not specific because the function of each 
believer is different for each individual. My run will be different than your run. We are not competing 
against one another but against ourselves. 
In this conclusion, Paul is not giving a specific object that he has taken but a model for how to think. 
Regardless of your spiritual goals in this life, we are to do it in the same manner as Paul, not following 
the work but the method of how Paul works.  
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Interpretation 

Interpretation vs Theology 

This text has presented a unique interpretational difficulty. As students of the Word, we understand that 
there is only one true understanding of a passage. In times where the syntax and structure of a sentence 
create problems, we must allow for disagreement with stipulations: 

1. One of us is wrong or both of us are wrong. 
2. Theology is not determined by passages that are difficult to interpret. 
3. As long as clear theological principles are not violated, we must allow for disagreement. 

a. If we take the resurrection view, then we must not make the resurrection the prize for 
successful work in this life. 

b. The calling is not for a specific function in this life; to have Paul’s specific calling of having 
a likeness to a specific calling in the life of the believer is inconsistent with Scripture. 

Let’s put this passage in connection with the greater context: 
In the midst of the Philippian church, there were unsaved persons who were trying to persuade the 
church to follow after the legalistic ways of the world. 

In order to establish the futility of legalism, Paul first establishes his potential confidence in the flesh. 
Paul then speaks emphatically that all of his accolades are nothing in view of Christ and his pedigree and 
accomplishments in the flesh are actually a distraction to knowing Christ. 
Paul informs the church that his passion is to know Jesus Christ so that he may share in Christ’s 
distresses while in this life (having the mind of Christ), being conformed to his death and having humble 
certainty in his own resurrection. 
Paul then expresses the proper thought process of serving God and others in this life. Do not look back; 
keep your eyes above to God and to Jesus Christ.  

Conclusion  
In this text, I gave you all three options as to what the proper interpretation could be. I personally do not 
have a problem with any of them, but in order of my own opinion of probability:  

1. The resurrection is what Paul strives after is the least likely. 
2. Paul is non-specific on purpose and this is about mindset more than about a prize is more likely. 
3. The prize is in accordance with the calling (initial call of salvation) is most likely. 

Next week, we will seek to understand verses 15-16, which has its own interesting complications, but we 
will also attempt to get through verses 17-4:1. 


