Philippians 3:17-21
1998


Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you. 
For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 
Their destiny is de​struction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 
But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who, by the power that enables Him to bring everything under His con​trol, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body.


“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the republic for which it stands: one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”  I heard recently, maybe you did too, that the Michigan legislature is considering a bill to require students in public schools to recite the pledge of allegiance each day.  I thought they already did.  It was a regular part of my school day years ago.  In fact, when I got to high school and took Latin, we recited it in Latin—although I do not remem​ber the words to that.  I learned that over half the states in the United States require that the pledge of allegiance be used, and Michigan is consi​dering joining the majority.  Sounds like a good thing to me.


Paul talks about citizenship here, and that is certainly a wonderful blessing from our God, definitely something to give thanks for this time of year and always.  God has blessed us with a wonderful nation where we have tremendous blessings, more than most other people in the world, cer​tainly more than we deserve.  Of course, our nation has many problems, the solutions to which I don’t have.  I encourage you to remember to thank our God for His wonderful blessing of our country and of our citizenship in it, and to ask Him for answers to our problems.


But Paul writes, “Our citizenship is in heaven,” which is certainly a much more important citizenship than our citizenship in the United States of America.  For one thing, our citizenship in the United States will end, but our citizenship in heaven will never end.  But I suspect that Paul had a very specific reason for writing to the believers in Philippi about citizenship.


Paul came to Philippi on his second missionary journey.  You may remember that he had wanted to spend his time in Asia Minor, but the Lord had different plans.  Paul’s efforts in Asia Minor were frustrated until he found himself at the far corner in Troas.  There he had a vision from the Lord of a man of Macedonia saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Ac16v9.  So Paul and Silas and Timothy and Luke traveled to Philippi.  Paul and Silas had begun the journey from Antioch.  In Lystra they had picked up young Timothy to train him for the work.  Luke, a Greek doctor, joined the group in Troas.


When they arrived in Philippi, they found no “man of Macedonia.”  They did find a few women who met for worship on the Sabbath at the river; one of them, Lydia, “a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thya​tira,” said to them, “If you consider me a believer in the Lord, come and stay at my house.” Ac16v14,15.  And they also met a girl who caused them some trouble.  Luke reports:

Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling. This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” At that moment the spirit left her. Ac16v16-18.
The evil spirit she was possessed with did not know the future, but made guesses at the future, and so deceived many.  But the evil spirit also attacked the work of Paul and his companions by testifying about them.  What the evil spirit said actually sounds good: “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.”  The problem is that people who heard this would base their faith on what an evil spirit said.  God doesn’t want or need the testimony of evil spirits.  So Paul drove the evil spirit out of her.


She was a slave girl.  Those who owned her made “a great deal of money” off of her.  Since she no longer was possessed by an evil spirit, she no longer could fortell the future.  Luke reports, “When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities. They brought them before the magistrates and said, ‘These men are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice.’” Ac16v19-21.  That is a rather shocking charge which they brought against Paul and Silas, isn’t it?  The custom which was “unlawful for us Romans to accept or prac​tice” was healing a poor slave girl.  They had lost the potential to make more money, but they didn’t mention that, even though it was the main and only reason for their hatred of Paul and Silas.  After all, they were citizens of Philippi, and Paul and Silas were foreigners, Jews, no less.


The upshot, of course, was that Paul and Silas were imprisoned, where they finally met the “man of Macedonia,” the jailer, and brought him and his family to faith in the Savior.  The next day, Paul and Silas were officially released from prison, with formal apologies for their illegal arrest, since, after all, they were Roman citizens.  Paul said, “They beat us publicly with​out a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out.” Ac16v37.

Paul wrote his letter to the believers in Philippi perhaps six years later.  Right before his words about our citizenship being in heaven, Paul writes, “As I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is de​struction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven.”  Might it be that the owners of that slave girl were still causing trouble for the church in Philippi?  I suspect that that is exactly what was going on, news of which had reached Paul in prison in Rome, from where he penned this letter.  The owners of the slave girl did not have Paul and Silas to abuse, but they held that against Lydia and the jailer and the other believers there.  They continued to live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their god was their stomach; although they were destined for destruction, they were still causing trouble for the believers.


Two thousand years later, the situation for the church of Jesus today is much the same.  There are still enemies of the cross of Christ whose god is their stomach, who glory in their shame.  Their destiny is still destruction, but in the meantime, they continue to cause problems for the church of Jesus.  The answer that Paul gave them was not to fight against them, but to take comfort from our Savior.  “Our citizenship is in heaven,” he says.  We do have citizenship here, but much more so in heaven.  The fact that our citizenship continues to be in heaven means several things for us.


It means first of all that we have a King who is undefeated and who will never let us be harmed.  He is our Shepherd King who was crucified for us, but rose again.  He is our mighty and majestic King who has girded His sword at His side and rides forth victoriously.  Paul writes, “Our citizen​ship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ.”  We have our citizenship papers all in order, and we only await the arrival of our King to take up residence with Him in the places He has prepared for us.  There we will never again hunger; never again will we thirst. The sun will not beat upon us, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be our Shepherd; He will lead us to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from our eyes. Re7v16,17.

Second, there are some changes in store for us, also, it would seem, bodily changes.  Paul writes, “We eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables Him to bring every​thing under His con​trol, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body.”  I freely confess that I don’t completely understand these words, but they are good words.  Our bodies have suffered in various ways during our lives; they get worn out and used up, in a sense.  Jesus will restore them so that they will last forever, since we will need them forever.  That is yet another gift that He gives to the citizens of His kingdom.


Paul makes one more point based on the fact that our citizenship is in heaven.  “Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.”  Basically, Paul is telling them and us to live as citizens of heaven—not as foreigners, aliens, illegal aliens, students only on a study visa, but full citizens.  Just as we who are citizens of the United States of America live that way and are patriotic, so we are to live as citizens of heaven.


Paul tells them to follow his example.  Just before this, Paul wrote about that example:


Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, 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, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. Ph3v12-14.
Paul is thinking of heaven; that is the example he is talking about.  After all, he was in prison on capital charges.  It seems that Paul was released, but he didn’t know that for sure when he wrote this letter.  His is a good attitude to have.  We too face a future in which death is a very real possibility.  Let us keep our minds on heaven, where our citizenship is, and press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called us heavenward in Christ.


We are citizens of the United States of America, something for which to give thanks.  We are citi​zens of heaven, something for which to give praise to our God now and forever.  Amen.
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