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Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
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They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
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Date:  July 8, 2012 
 
Sermon Title: “Our Citizenship is in Heaven” 
  
Series Title: The Book of Philippians 
 
Text:  Philippians 3:15-4:1 
 
Author:  Patrick J. Griffiths ©2012 
 



 

 

1 

“Our Citizenship is in Heaven” 
Philippians 3:15-4:1 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
From this thorough description of the Christian life (3:1-14), the apostle speaks directly to the 
pressing matter within the Church.  Those who are perfect and have attained are to keep living 
by that same standard.  There is a knowable standard.  Yet it is not the standard of rules and 
regulations, but of that already noted in verse 3, “The true circumcision, who worship in the 
Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh.” 
 
Paul’s primary intent is to call God’s people to keep following Jesus Christ and to place no 
confidence in their flesh.  He provides a picture of contrasts between those who are the 
enemies of the cross and those whose citizenship is in heaven. 
 
His exhortation begins with an invitation to join him in following Christ (vv. 15-17).  What 
Paul describes as the Christian race (vv. 12-14), he invites his reader into.  Let us gladly run the 
race together from a ledger that is overflowing with the resource and provision of God.  Three 
ideas are notable in these three verses.   
 
As we follow Jesus Christ we need to think correctly concerning God’s Story.1  There is a 
positional perfection believers have in Christ (Col. 2:10).  Paul also speaks of a perfection that 
speaks to personal maturity and experience (Phil. 3:12, 15).  This is what we read of in 
Philippians 3:12, 15.  The word Paul uses in verse 15 for attitude is to think on.  He wants our 
minds to be wrapped around Christ as the centerpiece of God’s Story.2 
 
As we follow Christ it is necessary to realize there is a definable/knowable standard/pattern.  
Paul speaks of “have this attitude” and “keep living” and “following my example” and “those 
who walk according to the pattern.”  Again remember it is the pattern set forth in verse 3.  In 
contrast “many walk” who “are enemies of the cross of Christ.”  Each pattern is identifiable 
and thus knowable.3 
 
In verse 16 Paul uses the word “canon.”  The word means “rule or standard.”  It is used five 
times in the New Testament (2 Cor. 10:13, 15, 16; Gal. 6:16; Phil. 3:16).  Where is that line 
drawn?  Where is the rule defined?  Philippians 3:2 and 3 establish the place where the line is 
drawn and defined.  The tragedy of our times is the blurring of that area.  We always wish to 
think the ability to discern between the wheat and the tare is an easy thing.  Unfortunately, it 
isn’t.   
 
Paul’s opening invitation also notes how there are others who are following Christ.  There is a 
core around which evangelicalism swirls and we must join others in maintaining the core and 
striving together for the gospel. 
 

Granted there may be differences of opinion, different levels of understanding, different degrees of 
apprehension of truth: and granted there may be need for further revelations, yet these differences must 
not be allowed to create dissension, nor generate criticism of one another.”4 
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The word used by Paul in verse 17 is used only here.  Its root is used in four New Testament 
passages (2 Thess. 3:7, 9; Heb. 13:7 and 3 John 1:11).  Paul invites his audience to follow the 
“tupos/type” he is setting. 
 
Paul encourages his audience not to lose faith in the pursuit.  Both “following” and 
“observing” are present active indicatives.  Both encourage us to persevere in the gospel.  Paul 
identifies himself as part of the true circumcision.  He encourages his audience to continue in 
the same.  His desire is for the runner to keep their eyes on Paul as he reaches forward to what 
lies ahead (v. 13).5 
 
The word “observe” is to mark.  There is energy and attentiveness to the action.  It speaks to 
watchfulness (Luke 11:35) and noting (Rom. 16:17).  The word is used for individuals 
“marking” their own behavior and where they find themselves at (Gal. 6:1).  Paul uses it in 
Philippians 2:4 as well. 
 

The verb used here picks up on the theme introduced in verse 14.  It conveys the idea of close 
observation, of fixed attention.  Sometimes it means, ‘Mark’ and stay way from (Rom . 16:17).  Here, 
however, it means, ‘Mark’ and follow.  Paul’s concern is that his friends will notice and follow people 
who consistently walk (a present participle), i.e. who continuously behave in such a way that their daily 
conduct embodies the essence of the Christian faith as he, Paul, has experienced it and modeled it.6 

 
It is an interesting idea since the record of God’s Story is one marked by flawed and failing 
humanity.  Yet within this Story we see the powerful redemptive work of God is bringing back 
to life those who are dead.  Hebrews 12:1 tells us we are surrounded by a great cloud of 
witnesses.  Hebrews 11 speaks of those whose lives were marked by faith.  All of life is to be 
marked by a trust/faith in Christ and having no confidence in the flesh.  I have exhorted you 
to live in Story and seek to finish well.   That admonition still holds.  The contrast is not within 
the church as if there is a category of the “super saint.”  The contrast is between those who are 
citizens of heaven and those who are enemies of the cross.  Mark those who are citizens and 
stay away from those who are enemies of the cross.  
 

So as to reinforce his exhortation, Paul contrasts two dramatically opposed patterns of behavior, his won 
and that of the enemies of the cross.  Paul asks the Philippians to follow his example, not because he has 
achieved perfection, but because he is struggling in the same race that they are running (cf. 1:30).7 

 
Paul’s initial note of encouragement is for the individual to be encouraged by those who are 
also in pursuit of Christ.  There is, however, an implied contrast.  Just as we are to mark those 
who follow Christ so are we to mark those who do not follow Christ by causing dissensions 
and hindrances to body unity as noted in Romans 16:17. 
 

Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and hindrances contrary to 

the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them. (Rom. 18:17) 

 
I will comment on this later, but let us not do this with joy.  Let us embrace the need to identify 
the enemies of the cross with sadness and not gladness.  Just as there are others who glory in 
Christ Jesus and have put no confidence in the flesh, so also there are “many” who are enemies 
of the cross. 
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From the invitation to follow he provides a negative example of those who should not be 
followed.  Such people are enemies of the cross (vv. 18, 19).  What an incredibly dark title Paul 
assigns to this group.  Paul is reminding them of a group that he has already told them of.  The 
word enemy needs no defining. 
 

It’s possible that Paul is hinting that even some Christians end up behaving like this, but the main thrust 
of the passage is to warn the church against pagan behavior.8 

 
Notice the descriptive. 
 

This is the issue of their doctrine and of their conduct.  They are here described by three characters: 1. 
Their god is their belly-they live not in any reference to eternity; their religion is for time; they make a 
gain of godliness; and live only to eat, drink, and be merry.  2. Their glory is in their shame-they lay it 
down as a proof of their address, that they can fare sumptuously every day, in consequence of preaching 
a doctrine which flatters the passions of their hearers.  3. They mind earthly things-their whole study and 
attention are taken up with earthly matters; they are given to the flesh and its lusts; they have no 
spirituality, nor do they believe that there is or can be any intercourse between God and the souls of men.  
But their lasciviousness and uncleanness seem to be principally intended.9 

 
Paul’s intent is to show how these very active people are heading for destruction.   
 

The apparent force of v. 19 is that it refers to immoral and licentious people.10 

 
The difficulty most interpreters have in labeling these people by their activity is whether their 
activity is morally degrading or of a religious nature?  Are these lawless people or are they law 
performing people?  For those who put their confidence in their flesh, their righteous works 
are nothing less than filthy rags.  All of their form and posturing is nothing but refuse/dung in 
contrast to glorying in the Lord Jesus and putting no confidence in one’s flesh. 
 
The outcome of their unbelief will be their destruction.  “Destruction will most surely be their 
end if they persist in their rejection of the crucified Christ, even though they are scrupulously 
precise in keeping the Law.”11 
 
Romans 16:17 and 18 also speaks of those who are enslaved to their fleshly appetites. 
 

17 Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and hindrances contrary to 
the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them. 18 For such men are slaves, not of our Lord 
Christ but of their own appetites; and by their smooth and flattering speech they deceive the hearts of 
the unsuspecting. (Rom. 16:17, 18) 

 
Friends, there is something transformational about our encounter with the cross.  Who they 
are is what we once were.  The cross changes all of this.  Not only does it change us, but 
continues to do so and the day is coming when the work of the cross in our lives will be fully 
manifested. 
 
Those who are enemies of the cross in 3:18 are not those in 1:18 who sought Paul harm yet 
were still proclaiming Christ.   Those individuals identified here are “enemies.”  Paul does not 
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speak of them as being sincere and misguided.  He speaks of them as those whose “end is 
destruction, whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their 
minds on earthly things.”  This is Paul’s language of unbelief (Col. 3:1-4).   
 

1 Therefore if you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated 
at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 3 For 
you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then 
you also will be revealed with Him in glory. (Col. 3:1-4) 

 
These are people who have placed their confidence in the flesh.  Such people broke Paul’s 
heart (v. 18).  Prior to the adopting of Christianity as a state religion with Emperor Constantine 
the idea of the professing church as it now exists was foreign.  Today the professing church is 
sloppy and a field filled with wheat and tares.  The tares are those who place their confidence 
in the flesh and the wheat are those who have no confidence in the flesh.  The tragedy of tares 
is although not all tares function at the same level of culpability, they are all tares, culpable, 
and thus heading for destruction (Matt. 13:24-30).  
 

24 Jesus presented another parable to them, saying, "The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man 
who sowed good seed in his field. 25 "But while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed tares 
among the wheat, and went away. 26 "But when the wheat sprouted and bore grain, then the tares became 
evident also. 27 "The slaves of the landowner came and said to him, 'Sir, did you not sow good seed in 
your field? How then does it have tares?' 28 "And he said to them, 'An enemy has done this!' The slaves 
*said to him, 'Do you want us, then, to go and gather them up?' 29 "But he *said, 'No; for while you are 
gathering up the tares, you may uproot the wheat with them. 30 'Allow both to grow together until the 
harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, "First gather up the tares and bind them in 
bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn."'" (Matt. 13:24-30) 

 
It is with a broken heart we are to identify those who are the enemies of the cross.  When our 
Lord spoke against the religious establishment of His day it was with a broken heart (Luke 
13:34).   
 

"O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those sent to her! How often I wanted 
to gather your children together, just as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not 
have it! (Luke 13:34) 

 
“Despicable as these men were, the apostle's heart was deeply pained on their account:            
1. Because they held and taught a false creed; 2. Because they perverted many by that teaching; 
and, 3. Because they themselves were perishing through it.”12 
 
Paul leads with a very dark and foreboding example of those who should be marked but for 
the purpose of avoiding.  He ends his invitation by noting those who are to be marked because 
they are citizens of heaven (vv. 20, 21). 
 

We should note that this climactic section of the body of the letter consists of a statement of fact (v. 20a), 
followed by an expression of hope (vv. 20b-21), which in turn provides the basis for reiterating (in 4:1) the 
exhortation of v. 17 (indeed, the ethical imperative of the whole letter).13 

 
Paul had no joy in identifying those who did not walk according to the standard.  In contrast 
to those who are enemies of the cross, our citizenship is in heaven.   
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36 Jesus answered, "My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants 
would be fighting so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this 
realm." 37 Therefore Pilate said to Him, "So You are a king?" Jesus answered, "You say correctly that I am a 
king. For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone 
who is of the truth hears My voice." (John 18:36, 37) 

 
The point of this identity is not we are waiting to get to heaven and be with Jesus (which is 
true, however).  The point is in the church we have heaven on earth as an outpost.  Christ even 
now rules and reigns in His Church.  We long for the “not yet” aspect of this rule and 
presence, but let us not assume He is not already here.  N.T. Wright correctly notes with the 
following observation. 
 

The church is at present a colony of heaven, with the responsibility for bringing the life and rule of 
heaven to bear on earth.  We are not, of course, very good at doing this.  But our hope is that the true 
Savior, the true Lord, King Jesus himself will come from heaven and change all that.14 

 
Such people are eagerly waiting for the Savior (v. 20). 
 
The call of God on the life of His people is so compelling that they “eagerly wait for a Savior, 
the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 20).15  Paul’s word choice of receiving warmly and making one feel at 
home is heightened by the addition of two prefixes.  It is the kind of expectation one has that is 
colored by anticipation.  It is not expectancy that will be frustrated by failure.  It is the longing 
one has in love’s separation.  The husband and wife eagerly wait for the others arrival.  This 
same longing is noted in Romans 8:19 and 23.  There is a longing for His return.  The word is 
used only of our longing for His return (1 Cor. 1:7; Gal. 5:5; Heb. 9:28); Romans 8:25 note how 
patience is to mark our waiting.  If you are not longing for His return, chances are you are too 
imbedded in shadow.  If you’ve made this world your home, then you are not living like a 
pilgrim with your roots lay down lightly.   
 
At His arrival He will transform the body of our humility into conformity with His glory (v. 
21a).  The primary thought is being embraced by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Yet with 
His coming/arrival there is enormous benefit to the believing.  When He arrives their will be a 
“transforming of the body from a humble state into one of complete conformity with the body 
of His glory.”16 
 
The nature of this transformation will not be one of essential essence but of form (See also 1 
Cor. 4:6; 2 Cor. 11:13-15).  Consider 1 Cor. 15. 
 

35 But someone will say, "How are the dead raised? And with what kind of body do they come?" 36 You 
fool! That which you sow does not come to life unless it dies; 37 and that which you sow, you do not sow 
the body which is to be, but a bare grain, perhaps of wheat or of something else. 38 But God gives it a 
body just as He wished, and to each of the seeds a body of its own. 39 All flesh is not the same flesh, but 
there is one flesh of men, and another flesh of beasts, and another flesh of birds, and another of fish. 40 

There are also heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of the heavenly is one, and the glory of 
the earthly is another. 41 There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and another glory 
of the stars; for star differs from star in glory. 42 So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown a 
perishable body, it is raised an imperishable body; 43 it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown 
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in weakness, it is raised in power; 44 it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a 
natural body, there is also a spiritual body. (1 Cor. 15:35-44) 

 
All of this will be done “by the exertion of the power that He has even to subject all things to 
Himself” (v. 21b).  Herein lays the certainty of this transformation.   
 

The point, quite clearly, is that Christ’s great eschatological power – that power that abolishes all earthly 
authority, making all enemies, even death, a footstool – assures the fulfillment of His promise.  Nothing 
can thwart God’s saving purposes; what he has begun He will bring to completion (Phil. 1:6).17 

 
Glory hallelujah!  John speaks to this same idea in 1 John 3:2-3. 
 

2 Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that 

when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is. 3 And everyone who has 
this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure (1 John 3:2, 3) 

 
See also 1 Corinthians 15:26, 27, and 43.   
 

26 The last enemy that will be abolished is death. 27 For HE HAS PUT ALL THINGS IN SUBJECTION 
UNDER HIS FEET. But when He says, "All things are put in subjection," it is evident that He is excepted 
who put all things in subjection to Him. . . 43 it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in 
weakness, it is raised in power; (1 Cor. 15:26, 27, 43) 

 
The triumph of God is certain. 
 

For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day 

of Christ Jesus. (Phil. 1:6) 
 
10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being 
conformed to His death; 11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. . . 13 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, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God 
in Christ Jesus. (Phil. 3:10-14) 

 
Consider also Colossians 3:4. 
 

When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory. (Col. 3:4) 

 
He will not fail in the completion of His Story.  Paul’s present struggles pale/fade in 
comparison to the glory that is to follow (Rom. 8:18).   
 

For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is 
to be revealed to us. (Rom. 8:18) 

 
Paul’s concluding thought captures his initial invitation, “In this way stand firm in the Lord” 
(4:1).  Here we have Paul’s conclusion from Philippians 3:17-21.  He uses the structure for 
urgency. 
 

They were tempted to defection. Standing firm is difficult when a panic starts.18 
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As tragic is the end for those whose end is destruction, a different future awaits those who are 
citizens of heaven and who have not set their minds on earthly things.  The day calls out.  
Future glorification is certain and such a hope sustains the pilgrim in their journey toward the 
prize. 
 
When we consider Paul’s invitation let us fall in love with Jesus.  He is everything.  He is 
coming again and we should long for His appearance.  When He comes He will make 
everything right.  Everything will go back to what it once was.  We are to live with certainty 
knowing God will keep His word.  There is a fearful judgment awaiting those who reject Him.  
May we never lose sight of this stark and frightening reality. 
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