
1 | P a g e  

 

CITIZEN, STAND FIRM IN THE LORD! 

Philippians 3:17-4:1 | Second Sunday in Lent | March 17, 2019 

Our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

J.J.  

In the name of Christ our Savior, dear 

fellow citizens of heaven: 

Roman citizenship had many benefits: the 

right to own property, the right to vote, 

the right to stand for public office, the 

right to a fair public trial, the right to 

serve in the Roman legions, and the right 

to marry another Roman citizen, to name 

just a few. Roman citizens also enjoyed 

freedom from certain taxes and laws. A 

citizen could not be tortured or flogged. In 

fact, a Roman citizen could only face the 

death penalty if convicted of treason, but 

that death sentence could never be 

carried out by crucifixion. 

The apostle Paul was a faithful Jew; he 

was also a Roman citizen. But it's not 

Roman citizenship that he writes about in 

our text. He writes about heavenly 

citizenship. Every believer in the Lord 

Jesus Christ holds citizenship in heaven. 

This citizenship, of course, brings many 

blessings, but it also draws the attention 

of powerful enemies who want us to give 

up our citizenship. And so Paul writes with 

clear encouragement: CITIZEN, STAND 

FIRM IN THE LORD! Our text shows us 

what it means stand firm as citizens of 

heaven. It means forsaking the sinful 

pleasures of this world, and instead 

focusing on the heavenly treasures that 

Jesus won for us. 

I. Forsake Worldly Pleasures 

Historians often refer to the ancient city 

of Philippi as "little Rome." The 

Philippians, though they lived hundreds of 

miles from the center of the Empire, were 

Roman citizens. And they were very proud 

of it. They dressed like Romans, spoke 

Latin and enjoyed the protection of 

Rome's mighty legions. The thought of 

losing their citizenship would have been 

appalling to them. However, something 

infinitely more important was at stake: 

their citizenship in heaven. Paul wrote to 

warn the Philippians - and us - about the 

enemies of heavenly citizenship. 

17 Join together in following my 

example, brothers and sisters, and just as 

you have us as a model, keep your eyes 

on those who live as we do.18 For, as I 

have often told you before and now tell 

you again even with tears, many live as 

enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their 

destiny is destruction, their god is their 

stomach, and their glory is in their 

shame. Their mind is set on earthly 

things. 

Paul encouraged the Philippians to follow 

his example, and the pattern that he had 

given them - namely, faith in Jesus Christ 

and thankful, loving service that flows 

from such faith. Then Paul got serious and 

even shed a few tears. Many don't follow 
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this pattern. They live as enemies of the 

cross of Christ. They want nothing to do 

with faith in Jesus. They don't see the 

need for his cross and sacrifice. In fact, 

they think Christian faith is utter 

foolishness. Their only desire is to serve 

themselves and satisfy the cravings of 

their sinful nature. Their mind is on 

earthly things, Paul says. They aren't 

concerned about heavenly, spiritual 

matters. They have two feet planted 

firmly in this unbelieving world. 

That's not us, right? Well, no. By God's 

grace we are believers in the Lord Jesus 

Christ. And to him be all the glory! And 

yet, my friends, temptations abound. "The 

times and days are perilous." Satan comes 

at us hard every day, trying to convince us 

to renounce our heavenly citizenship and 

join the rest of the world. Sometimes our 

own sinful nature tells us that we can 

have our cake and eat it too, that we can 

have one foot in heaven and one in the 

world. In other words, we can enjoy all 

the sinful pleasures this world has to offer 

and yet still hang on to our faith in Jesus. 

That is a dangerous, dangerous notion. 

Paul tells us the terrible results of such 

thinking: destruction. Satan wants to 

convince us that living like the rest of the 

world means nothing but fun, fun, fun. 

But he conveniently leaves out the pain 

and destruction part. If we become 

stomach worshippers - in other words, if 

we give in to our base, sinful cravings - the 

results will be anything but fun. A sinful 

lifestyle wrecks health, ruins relationships, 

destroys reputations, causes the loss of 

many blessings, and in general just makes 

a mess out of life. 

Far worse than the problems that a sinful 

lifestyle brings in this world is the one that 

comes in the next. Paul told the Galatians: 

I warn you ... that those who live like this 

will not inherit the kingdom of God 

(5:21). Unbelievers, enemies of the cross 

who live only to gratify their sinful 

natures, will spend eternity in hell. 

This warning is for us. Don't join them. 

Don't fool yourself into thinking you can 

live like a pig Monday through Saturday, 

say your prayers on Sunday, and 

everything will be just fine. Flee the ways 

of this world. Forsake the sinful pleasures 

by which Satan wants to undermine and 

destroy your faith. Cling to Christ. Hang on 

to the citizenship he won for you. Stand 

firm in the Lord! 

II. Focus on Heavenly Treasures 

Acts chapter 22 records and interesting 

incident in the life of the Apostle Paul. 

Paul was in Jerusalem where a crowd of 

his enemies branded him a troublemaker 

and had him arrested. When a centurion 

gave the command for Paul to be flogged, 

Paul asked him, "Is it legal for you to flog 

a Roman citizen who hasn't even been 

found guilty?" The centurion immediately 

reported this to his commander. The 

commander asked Paul, "Are you a 

Roman citizen?" When Paul answered in 

the affirmative, the commander said, "I 

had to pay a big price for my citizenship." 

Paul responded, "I was born a citizen." 
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Roman citizenship could be bought. 

Heavenly citizenship can be bought too. 

One could be a Roman citizen by birth. 

The same is true of heavenly citizenship. 

Perhaps those statement raise a few 

eyebrows. Let me explain. 

Heavenly citizenship can be bought. It just 

can't be bought by us. Our citizenship in 

heaven was bought for us. The price was 

astronomical. The cost was more than we 

can imagine. Jesus paid for our citizenship 

with his perfect obedience and his holy 

blood.  

We enjoy heavenly citizenship because for 

about thirty-three years Jesus got up 

every morning, obeyed God's commands 

in thought, word and deed, and went to 

bed at night with no sins to confess. 

Through faith God credits that perfect life 

to us.  

We can call ourselves citizens of heaven 

because Jesus, the Righteous One, 

endured an indignity that no Roman 

citizen would ever have to: He was nailed 

to a cross. There he suffered the searing 

pain, the utter loneliness and the 

complete despair of hell, forsaken by his 

own Father. There he shed blood so 

precious that it was more than enough to 

pay for the sins of billions. Yes, my friends, 

citizenship can be bought and has been 

bought by Christ. For you. For me. For all. 

This citizenship, bought and paid for by 

your dear Savior, is yours by birth. No, I 

don't mean natural birth. We are born 

into this world anything but citizens of 

heaven. We are born into this world 

children of the devil and citizens of hell. 

Perhaps I should have used the word 

rebirth. Jesus said, "No one can enter the 

kingdom of God unless they are born of 

water and the Spirit." (John 3:5). Through 

the Spirit's work in Baptism each of you is 

born again, adopted by your Father in 

heaven, and welcomed into the kingdom 

of God. Through this "washing of rebirth 

and renewal" (Titus 3:5) your sins were 

washed away and you were made a 

citizen of heaven. 

"But wait a minute," you argue. "I'm not 

in heaven yet. Far from it! I'm still here in 

this sin-filled, self-centered, dangerous, 

violent, sick and dying world. It's an ugly, 

hellish place, sometimes. It hardly 

resembles heaven." Quite true. But note 

well: Paul didn't write "our citizenship will 

be in heaven," but "our citizenship is in 

heaven." Heaven belongs to us right now. 

It is our current possession through faith 

in Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps this will help. Imagine that you 

are traveling in a foreign country and you 

lose your passport. This is not only 

annoying but it can be a serious problem. 

So you go to the US embassy and wait for 

an agent to bring you a new passport. As 

you sit there in the embassy waiting 

room, you don't stop being a US citizen. 

But you have to wait for the proper, legal 

documents so that you can once again 

enjoy all the benefits of that citizenship. 

You need that passport so you can 

continue your trip and go home when it's 

over. 

Paul wrote: Our citizenship is in heaven. 

And we eagerly await a Savior from 
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there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who by the 

power that enables him to bring 

everything under his control, will 

transform our lowly bodies so that they 

will be like his glorious body. We're just 

travelers here on this earth. As the 

beloved hymn puts it: "I'm but a stranger 

here, heaven is my home." Our passports 

have been stamped red with the blood of 

Christ marking us as citizens of heaven. 

Now we wait. We wait for Jesus to take us 

to the place he has prepared for us, the 

heavenly homeland that he has secured 

by his perfect life and precious blood.  

When we die, our souls will go there 

immediately to be with him forever. And, 

one day, when Jesus comes again, he will 

raise up our poor, lowly bodies from the 

dust, glorify them to be like his body, 

reunite them with our souls, and bring us, 

body and soul, to live with him forever. 

Just think of that. Glorified bodies! Sin 

and all its consequences will be gone 

forever. There will be nothing left put 

perfect joy and peace in the heavenly city 

above. 

US citizenship, like Roman, has its 

benefits. The right to vote. The right to 

hold public office. Protection under the 

constitution. Life, liberty and the pursuit 

of happiness. The American dream. This is 

why so many people want to be citizens of 

our great nation. 

My friends, you are citizens of an infinitely 

greater nation, a heavenly kingdom. You 

have this blessed status because of the 

life, death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. Don't let your citizenship slip away. 

Forsake the sinful ways of this unbelieving 

world. Focus on the heavenly treasures 

that are yours in Christ. Cling in faith to 

him. Citizens, stand firm in the Lord! 

Amen. 

S.D.G. 


