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“CITIZENS OF HEAVEN”

Philippians 3:20

     I am not what you would call a real flag-waving Canadian nationalist. Oh, I
appreciate being a Canadian citizen with all the rights and freedoms and
responsibilities that gives me. I’m happy to be back on Canadian soil when I’ve
been away. I appreciate other lands; but there’s something good about coming
home, especially when you see the Tim Horton’s sign again. I feel a surge of
national pride as Canadian athletes step up on the podium to receive Olympic
medals. I’m proud that Canadians were the top per capita givers in the world to
Haiti relief and rebuilding. But like many Canadians I often take my country and
my citizenship for granted.  

    Sometimes it’s the same with the citizenship I share with every other Christian.
Paul tells the Philippians, “Our citizenship is in heaven.” Christians are citizens of
an earthly country, but we are also citizens of the heavenly country, even before
we live there. We took on heavenly citizenship through faith in Christ and baptism
in his name. Our spiritual passport now reads, “Citizen of heaven.”

     But often we take it all for granted. Someone said to me not long ago, “We
don’t hear sermons about hell anymore.” That’s true, even though Jesus spoke
about hell quite often. We don’t speak about heaven much, either. We are
practical people, concerned with our lives here and now. Heaven can wait, we say.
We throw our spiritual passport in a drawer where it gathers dust, out of sight and
out of mind. But if we ignore our heavenly citizenship, we’re not much better than
people who live with only this world in view. Paul says of them, “They are enemies
of the Cross of Christ; their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their
glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” What haunting
words - “their end is destruction” - that’s the fate of those who live only as
citizens of this world. But Paul says, “our citizenship is in heaven.” Let’s think
about the blessings and benefits that come to us here and now as citizens of
heaven.

     Here’s the first thing - as citizens of heaven we receive heavenly help
on our earthly journey. 

    The city of Philippi was located in a strategic mountain pass between Europe
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and Asia. Philippi was a Roman colony and its citizens took pride in their Roman
citizenship. They spoke the Roman language, adopted Roman customs and wore
Roman clothes. They used the Roman judicial system.  There were many benefits
to being a Roman citizen. Paul’s Roman citizenship gave him freedom to travel
throughout the Empire to spread the Gospel. Paul got out of jams with the
authorities by claiming his rights as a Roman citizen. But Paul’s ultimate allegiance
was not to the Emperor. His ultimate allegiance was to Christ, an allegiance which
cost him his life. And he told the Philippian Christians in effect, “You may take
pride in your Roman citizenship, but your heavenly citizenship is more important.”

    It’s great to be a citizen of a developed country like Canada with all of our
social programs. But that sense of security can sometimes dull our spirits and
make forget our spiritual needs. For there are challenges on our earthly journey
that the state just can’t help us with. Paul knew many hardships and challenges.
He had to endure much. And the help he needed for all this came not from his
earthly citizenship, but from his heavenly citizenship. “I can do all things through
Christ who strengthens me,” he said, “Endure hardship,” he wrote to Timothy, “as
a solider of Jesus Christ.”  

    How do we endure and persevere? How do we face all the challenges of life?
How do come through them victoriously? What we require for all this comes not
from our earthly citizenship; it comes from above.

         Why did the Christian faith grow and flourish among so many black people,
including many slaves? Why did so many great spiritual songs come from those
who endured such hardship? Surely it was because they received heavenly
strength which enabled them to endure earthly troubles and to look beyond them
to God’s promised future. “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen; nobody knows
but Jesus.” 

     Our circumstances are not the same as theirs, but we know many challenges
and troubles and temptations on our earthly journey. The demands are often very
great. We need much courage and strength and grace and wisdom. And these
blessings come to the citizen of heaven in a way that the earthbound citizen can
never know. These blessings come to us from above; indeed, they begin to flow
into our lives even before we look up or ask. As citizens of heaven we receive
heavenly blessings for our earthly journey. And it’s not only from God; right now
our loved ones in heaven, in that great cloud of witnesses, are praying for us and
encouraging us on the way. I often think that so many of the surprising blessings
in our lives, the grace, comes because someone, somewhere is praying for us. 
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    Then too, our heavenly citizenship inspires us to bring a bit of heaven
to earth. 
 
    The Gospel proclaims that don’t avoid hell and gain heaven by our own striving.
There is no work for us to do, because Jesus has done all the work required by his
life, his atoning death and his resurrection victory. What we have to do is put all
our faith and trust in Him. And when we do that God erases our sin debt
completely and gives us a passport stamped “citizen of heaven.” So we believers
don’t do good works to get into heaven, but we can strive to let a  bit of heaven
get into us here and now. We can become a bit more like Jesus. Furthermore, we
can work to bring a bit of heaven to earth. 

     Someone said that Christians can become so heavenly minded that they are
no earthly good. But that rarely happens. Now people whose minds are only on
earthly things do good works. No doubt. Relief for Haiti came from believers and
non-believers. But I think that as a whole, those who are citizens of heaven do
the most to bring a bit of heaven to earth. Those whose minds are most aware of
on heaven above do the most for this world below. Many great transforming social
programs have been started by Christians - from hospitals, to institutions of
higher education (many of which, sadly, have become anti–Christian), to all
manner of relief programs for those who suffer. It was William Wilberforce and
other evangelical Christians who worked tirelessly over many years to eradicate
the slave trade. It was Christians in the United States who realized that slavery
was incompatible with their Constitution and set out to abolish it. Those who know
they are citizens of heaven start food banks and build homes for the homeless
and reach out to those who suffer from dread diseases, like leprosy and
HIV/AIDS. Again, not exclusively, but the impulse so often begins with them and
draws others in. You can be sure that the correction of any great social wrong in
the future will start with those who have a heavenly vision.

     Citizens of heaven are guided by Micah’s question, “What does the Lord
require but to do justice, to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God?”
and by Jesus’ prayer, “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in
heaven.” In Jesus Christ the Kingdom of God once came to earth. And in Jesus we
saw works of healing and compassion and mercy which set people free. Jesus
went about doing good, says the Gospel. And that desire is now in us who follow
Him. Yes, God’s Kingdom will come about fully only when Christ returns. But until
then we seek with God’s help to transform places of hell on earth into little places
of heaven on earth.

    Finally our heavenly citizenship gives us the assurance of our heavenly
destiny. 
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     Death has become a taboo subject of our time, even though we see it
everyday, whether it’s soldiers killed in Afghanistan or the young Georgian athlete
who died on the Olympic luge track, or pedestrians struck down on Toronto
streets or people we know and love who die of natural causes. Unlike today,
people in previous generations often died at home. Funeral visitation took place
in homes. In older Canadian houses one window was larger than the others, so
a coffin could be passed in and out. Death was just as painful and difficult for
previous generations. But they were more used to being in its presence and
thinking about it’s inevitability. Despite advances in technology the death rate is
still 100%, and always will be.

     Many people are not prepared for that event, because their minds are set only
on earthly things. Of course, we want to live as long as possible and fulfill our
days, but it only makes sense for us to be prepared for an event that is 100%
certain. And by our faith in Jesus Christ we are prepared. Paul writes “our
citizenship is in heaven, and from there we await a Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ.
He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the
body of his glory...”  

     Our confidence is not in ourselves, but in the One who conquered the power
of sin and death by his own death and resurrection. The words “citizen of heaven”
are stamped in red on our heavenly passport, because that status has been
purchased for us by the blood of Christ. So we live with the assurance that when
the time comes, we will be welcomed into the Father’s house where Jesus has
prepared a place for us. Our temporary earthly residence will be over and our
permanent heavenly residence will begin! It will be a great homecoming because
heaven is our true home! We don’t have to fear hell or separation from God; we
don’t have to guess about heaven, because through Jesus we are already citizens
of heaven. He is our assurance. And so this becomes the theme song of our lives.
“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I will dwell
in the house of the Lord forever.” And those whose minds are now set only on
earthly things still have time to be prepared, for the Gospel is for them, too. Right
now they are invited to put all their trust in Jesus Christ and take hold of the
heavenly passport that God offers them.  Perhaps there is someone here today
who needs to take God up on his offer. If you’re that person, don’t let the
opportunity pass you by. It’s free; it won’t cost you anything, but it will gain you
everything.
 
     Paul ended with some encouraging words to the Phillipians, words that are for
us too. “Our citizenship is in heaven...Therefore my brothers and sisters, whom
I love and long for, my joy and my crown, stand firm in the Lord.”  
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