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INTRO: 
v We are living in strange times… 
• The PRICE OF OIL is at an all-time low. A few days ago, I 

read an article that said the price is actually a negative 
number. Oil companies have run out of storage capacity, 
and they are paying people about $40.00 a gallon to take 
their oil! 

• Around the country, ANIMAL SHELTERS are running out of 
pets for the first time ever. 

• UNEMPLOYMENT is at an all-time high. 
• The STOCK MARKET is a thousand points down one day, 

and 400 points up the next. 
• On April 15, the government sent us checks, and 

postponed tax day by 3 months! 
• Church is now something you do on your living room 

couch, in your PJ’s. 
v We are living in strange times! 
v In strange times, people are confused about what to do. 
• Many of the answers that have always worked for us in life, 

don’t seem to work anymore. 
v John 16:33 (NIV) “…In this world you will have trouble. But 

take heart! I have overcome the world.” 
• I believe the Devil’s main strategy when there is trouble in 

our lives is distraction. He wants to get us to focus on 
things that will pull us away from God’s calling and mission 
for our lives. 

• Christians, in these strange days, we must live so that we 
keep the main thing, the main thing. 

v Philippians 3:13-14 (NIV) “Brothers and sisters, I do not 
consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I 
do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is 
ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize for 
which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” 

• How can we keep the main thing the main thing?  
• Let’s look at this passage in Philippians, and see what Paul 

says to us about that: 
 
I. LET THE PAST BE PAST 
v Philippians 3:13 (NIV) “Forgetting what is behind…” 
• You can’t let your life and your character be defined by 

what you did in the past. 
• There is a double danger here: 
v If you made mistakes in your past, you can fight a constant 

battle with shame and regret. 
v If you did great things in your past, you can fight a constant 

battle with pride, and be tempted to rest on your previous 
accomplishments. 

• Either of those things can cripple us as we try to listen to 
the voice of the Holy Spirit in our lives, and live each day in 
obedience to the voice of God. 

• And that leads to the second thing Paul tells us here:



 

II. KEEP RUNNING THE RACE 
v Philippians 3:13 (NIV) “…and straining toward what is 

ahead…” 
• Every day brings new challenges, and new opportunities 

for us to grow and mature in our relationship with God. 
• That can be frustrating. Just when you think you have it all 

together, and you have figured out how to live the 
Christian life, God brings something else to your attention 
that you need to work through. 

v Our entire lives are a process of becoming more and more 
like Jesus, but we never get there completely. 

• There are always new things for us to learn, and many 
times we learn those lessons by messing up, and doing it 
wrong! 

• SCHOOL 2 MILE RECORD 
• I learned that day that you don’t stop before the race is 

done. No matter how well or how poorly you feel you are 
doing, the important thing is to finish the race! 

v Christians, keep running the race. There is never a time 
when you can stop and take a moral vacation! 

• Keep going. Even when it looks like you are not doing so 
well, keep pressing on – keep running the race. 

• Paul goes on and tells us one of the ways we can do that: 
 
III. KEEP YOUR EYES ON THE PRIZE 
v Philippians 3:14 (NIV) “I press on toward the goal to win the 

prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ 
Jesus.” 

v One of the unique things about living the Christian life is 
that we never really know how far away the finish line is. 

• We never know if the finish line is 50 years away, or if it will 
come today. (Although I am pretty sure my finish line is not 
50 years away!) 

• One of the ways we can stay motivated to keep running the 
race, is to keep our eyes on the prize – to remember that 
we are shooting for eternity in heaven. 

v 2 Corinthians 4:16-18 (MSG) “So we're not giving up. How 
could we! Even though on the outside it often looks like 
things are falling apart on us, on the inside, where God is 
making new life, not a day goes by without his unfolding 
grace. 17 These hard times are small potatoes compared to 
the coming good times, the lavish celebration prepared for 
us. 18 There's far more here than meets the eye. The things 
we see now are here today, gone tomorrow. But the things 
we can't see now will last forever.” 

• Keep your eyes on the prize! It will help you to keep 
running the race. 

• BROKEN FINGER – but I made the basket! 
v In these strange and challenging days, when all the rules 

and routines seem to be out the window, we need to keep 
the main thing the main thing! 

 
CONCLUSION: 

In the days of the Roman Emperor Nero, there was a 
special band of soldiers known as the “EMPEROR'S 
WRESTLERS.” They were chosen from the best and the bravest 



 

soldiers of the land, and recruited from the great athletes of 
the Roman amphitheater. 

In the great amphitheater they upheld the honor of the 
emperor against all challengers. Before each contest they 
stood before the emperor's throne, and through the courts of 
Rome rang this cry: “We, the wrestlers, wrestle for thee, O 
Emperor, to win for thee the victory and from thee, the victor's 
crown.” 

When the great Roman army was sent to fight in Gaul, 
no soldiers were braver or more loyal than this band of 
wrestlers led by their centurion Vespasian. But news reached 
Nero that many Roman soldiers had accepted the Christian 
faith. Therefore, this decree was dispatched to the centurion 
Vespasian; “If there be any among your soldiers who cling to 
the faith of the Christians, they must die!” 

The decree was received in the dead of winter. The 
army was camped on the shore of a frozen lake. It was with a 
sinking heart that Vespasian, the centurion, read the 
emperor's message. 

Vespasian called the soldiers together and asked: “Are 
there any among you who cling to the faith of the Christians? If 
so, let him step forward!” Forty wrestlers instantly stepped 
forward two paces, respectfully saluted, and stood at 
attention. Vespasian paused. He had not expected so many, 
nor that they would be his most elite soldiers. “Until sundown I 
shall await your final answer,” said Vespasian. Sundown came. 
Again, the question was asked. Again, the forty wrestlers 
stepped forward. 

Vespasian pleaded with them long and earnestly 
without prevailing upon a single man to deny his Lord. Finally, 
he said, “The decree of the emperor must be obeyed, but I am 
not willing that your comrades should shed your blood. I order 
you to march out upon the lake of ice, and I shall leave you 
there to the mercy of the elements.” 

The forty wrestlers were stripped of their clothes and 
equipment, and then, falling into columns of four, they 
marched toward the center of the lake of ice. As they 
marched, they broke into the chant of the arena: “Forty 
wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for Thee the 
victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!” 

Vespasian built a fire on the shore, and told the men 
that any who wanted to renounce their faith had only to come 
to the fire, and be saved. Through the night he stood by his 
campfire and watched. As he waited through the long night, 
there came to him more and more faintly, the chant of the 
wrestlers. 

As morning drew near one figure, nearly overcome by 
exposure, crept quietly toward the fire. In the extremity of his 
suffering he had renounced his Lord. Faintly but clearly from 
the darkness came the song again, but now it seemed sad: 
“Thirty-nine wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for 
Thee the victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!” 

Vespasian the centurion looked at the figure drawing close 
to the fire, and something happened in his heart. Off came his 
helmet and clothing, and he ran out onto the ice, crying, 
“Forty wrestlers, wrestling for Thee, O Christ, to win for Thee 
the victory and from Thee, the victor's crown!” And on the ice 



 

that cold winter day, 40 wrestlers finished the race, and 
claimed the victor’s crown. 
 
• Things changed quickly for the 40 wrestlers. In a moment, 

they went from being some of the most respected soldiers 
in the army, to being condemned to death. 

• But they were able to keep the main thing the main thing – 
their faith in God did not waver. 

• And they were able to witness as they were dying, to the 
point where Vespasian accepted their faith. 

• They knew that their goal in life was to win the victor’s 
crown from Christ. 

v In this time of strangeness and change, Christians, our 
mission has not changed. 

v We were put on this planet to do 2 things: to start a 
relationship with Jesus Christ, and to take as many people 
to heaven with us as we can. 

v Our job in these strange days, is to keep the main thing the 
main thing, and not be distracted. 

• If you have never had a relationship with Jesus, I want to 
invite you to begin one right now. 

• Many people think it’s hard or complicated to become a 
Christian. It’s not. It’s very easy. 

v 1 John 1:9 (NIV) “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and 
just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all 
unrighteousness.”  

v Revelation 3:20 (NIV) “Here I am! I stand at the door and 
knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will 
come in…” 

v There are two simple things you need to do to become a 
Christian: confess your sins, and open the door of your 
heart and ask Jesus to come into your life. 

v Is there someone here today who wants to do these 
things? 

v If you made that commitment today, I want to invite you to 
log on to our web site, and click on the link that says, “New 
Christian.” Give us your email address, and we will be in 
touch with you, to encourage you and to help you 
understand the journey you have started today. 

v The decision you have just made is a starting line, not a 
finish line. We want to help you learn how to live a Christian 
life. 

v CHRISTIANS: We suddenly live in a strange world that is 
full of weirdness. It is easy to let good things crowd out the 
best thing in our life. 

• As I have been speaking today about keeping the main 
thing the main thing, is there a Christian here the Holy 
Spirit is speaking to? Has God challenged you to get the 
priorities in your life back in order? Can I PRAY for you? 

v  PRAYER 


