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Philippians 3:12-21 
12 Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press on to make it my own, 
because Christ Jesus has made me his own.13 Beloved, I do not consider that I have made it my own; but this 
one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the 
goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Let those of us then who are mature be of 
the same mind; and if you think differently about anything, this too God will reveal to you. 16 Only let us 
hold fast to what we have attained. 
17 Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in 
us. 18 For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even 
with tears. 19 Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are 
set on earthly things. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, 
the Lord Jesus Christ. 21 He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the 
body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself. 
 
At our staff meeting on Tuesday morning, we reviewed last Sunday’s service and activities as 
usual and then we turned to the coming weeks. Without thinking I said, “In the next two 
weeks we are looking forward to failure and death.” Failure is an apropos topic for a city 
where 93% voted for a Presidential candidate who lost this week. Such is the way with 
democracy—there are winners and there are losers. If you live long enough eventually you 
will lose. And if you live long enough eventually you will win. Do you remember the lyrics 
from the Simon and Garfunkel song, “Mrs. Robinson”? 
  

Sitting on a sofa on a Sunday afternoon. 
Going to the candidates’ debate. 
Laugh about it, shout about it 
When you’ve got to choose 
Every way you look at this, you lose. 
 

This week whether you feel like failure has befallen you or whether this week you simply fear 
failure for the future, this sermon is for you.   
 
Our culture tells us that failure is bad. Failure is to be avoided. Yet failure in the Christian 
framework takes on a different character. In the Christian context, failure is an alleyway from 
one street to another. Failure, more often than not, is part of the pathway—even God’s 
providential pathway for humanity. Certainly it was for Jesus. Remember the cross is more 
than our brand logo—it is a symbol of the failure, pain, and suffering of Christ.  The road to 
glory for Jesus was filled with heartache and disappointment, but it was an alleyway to a 
different ending. 
 
If we look to the Holy Scriptures, there is a pattern throughout of down and up, loss and 
renewal, enslavement and freedom, exile and reunion, darkness and light. There are few 
straight lines in the scriptures, few people who reach glory without struggle, few chapters of 
triumph without prefaces of heartache. And Jesus exemplifies this best in his life, death, and 
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resurrection. Augustine called this descent and ascent pattern “the paschal mystery.”  Or as it 
has been said about Christianity, “The way up is down.” 
 
Paul writes about failure and loss in his letter to the Philippians and says he considers these 
to be worthwhile struggles in the context of faith. For him these are mere setbacks towards a 
greater prize. He says, “But this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining 
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of 
God in Christ Jesus.” Paul counts the suffering and the failures as part of the journey 
towards greater glory. Perhaps even a necessary path to the heavenly call he speaks about . . . 
for could Paul have really fulfilled his calling if he hadn’t failed personally with great sin, and 
if he hadn’t failed many times trying to start new churches, and if he hadn’t failed in trying to 
counter the false preachers of the faith, and failed in being caught and imprisoned for his 
work?  Failure was part of the calling—and despite how it pained him personally; he kept 
striving for the things he believed in and pressing towards the goals of the kingdom. There is 
a lesson there for us in perseverance and fortitude. 
 
Thomas Edison filed an impressive 1,093 patents with the U.S. Patent Office, and behind 
each one of these 1,093 successes lays hundreds and sometimes thousands of failures.  
Edison mastered the art of recovering from failure. Near the end of his career, a former 
worker, Alfred Tate, penned the following letter to his former boss: “Above all, you taught 
me not to be afraid of failure, that scars are sometimes honorable medals.” 
 
When Jesus appeared to the fearful disciples in the upper room, he showed them that the 
scars on his hands, his feet, and his side were honorable medals of ultimate triumph. Some 
said Jesus was the ultimate letdown, the biggest failure, a wannabe Messiah, and a false 
prophet. Yet Christians profess his road to Calvary was a necessary stop along the road to 
redemption. Failure was part of the plan. To redeem a fallen humanity, we needed a savior 
who could experience failure, defeat, and rejection. We prefer straight paths without hurdles, 
setbacks, or bends in the road and yet that is not always the way to God or the way to glory.   
 
In the start-up world of Silicon Valley, the unofficial mantra is “fail fast, fail often.” New 
ideas, new companies, and new products take trial and error, and repeated failure before 
something blossoms. In Silicon Valley, failure is going to be part of the equation of success.  
For Christians, as long as you are pressing on toward the goal of the heavenly call of God— 
then failing fast and failing often can find redemption. 
 
I think failure is hard for the good people of Washington. We clearly have our share of 
failures but I question how good we are at “failing fast and failing often.” Because that 
phrase to me represents a sense of willingness to admit wrong, a willingness to adjust 
behavior, a willingness to get help. I think we are more resistant to admitting failure and 
pivoting away from failures in order to grow and reform.   
 
It is hard for us to admit when we are struggling with anxiety or depression, or admitting 
that our children are suffering or we are struggling to know how to parent them, or 
admitting that our marriages are difficult, or admitting we worry about our finances, or 
admitting that we were passed over for promotions, or admitting that we have doubts in our 
faith, or admitting that we have committed sins, or admitting in any of the ways we 
experience hurdles, setbacks, and temptations.  Yet, failure is part of who we are and so the 
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fact that we experience failure doesn’t make us lesser than it simply makes us human. And 
that humanity is what God loved and that humanity is what Christ came to redeem. 
 
And the reality is that failure is often a better teacher than success.  The valley is a better 
classroom than the mountaintop.  Franciscan Friar Richard Rohr says there is ‘no better 
cauldron for growth and transformation.’  For in these places we learn about ourselves, we 
learn about the work we need to do, and we learn about our need for God.  In failure, 
suffering, and hardship we are forced to look inward and we are forced to look upward.  The 
proud have no need for God – but the failed and the broken – they cry out for mercy.  In 
our failures and setbacks we learn real definitions of forgiveness and grace and experience 
new beginnings.  Therefore in failure we can find hope.   
 
That is good news for this week and the other piece of good news Paul delivers is a 
reminder.  He reminds us that our citizenship is in heaven and that in Christ, our 
humiliation, our failure, our brokenness, individual and communal, can be redeemed.   
 
Our citizenship in the United States is one in which we take much pride but we also are 
reminded this week of the work there is still to be done in our country.  We know there is 
work to be done until all in this land experience the freedoms we claim to be basic rights.  
We know there is work to be done until our children throughout the land have safe homes 
and good schools.  We know there is work to be done until racism and hate crimes are 
things only to be found in history books.  We know there is work to be done to compensate 
for the failures of humanity – and there is enough blame to go around there and indict us all.  
Yet if we are striving towards heavenly prizes then we will take the setbacks in our stride, we 
will see where we need to grow, and we will pivot away from the failures towards our God 
and towards the work we are being called to do.   
 
I leave you today with a poem by Louisa Fletcher called The Land of Beginning Again. 
 
I wish that there were some wonderful place 
In the Land of Beginning Again. 
Where all our mistakes and all our heartaches 
And all of our poor selfish grief 
Could be dropped like a shabby old coat at the door 
and never put on again. 
I wish we could come on it all unaware, 
Like the hunter who finds a lost trail; 
And I wish that the one whom our blindness had done 
The greatest injustice of all 
Could be there at the gates 
like an old friend that waits 
For the comrade he's gladdest to hail. 
We would find all the things we intended to do 
But forgot, and remembered too late, 
Little praises unspoken, little promises broken, 
And all the thousand and one 
Little duties neglected that might have perfected 
The day for one less fortunate. 
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It wouldn't be possible not to be kind 
In the Land of Beginning Again, 
And the ones we misjudged 
and the ones whom we grudged 
their moments of victory here, 
Would find in the grasp of our loving hand-clasp 
More than penitent lips could explain... 
So I wish that there were some wonderful place 
Called the Land of Beginning Again, 
Where all our mistakes and all our heartaches, 
And all of our poor selfish grief 
Could be dropped like a shabby old coat at the door 
And never put on again. 
 
As citizens of God’s kingdom we live in a land where we can begin again.  Failures can be 
redeemed.  Heartaches can be soothed.  Sins can be forgiven.  So today, you are invited to 
drop those burdens you carried with you at the church door like an old shabby coat and go 
out into the world this week with a new beginning and a renewed commitment to try and try 
again to be faithful followers of Jesus and loyal citizens of God’s kingdom.  Thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done.    
 
Amen. 


