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“CITIZENS OF HEAVEN” 

Philippians 3:12 – 4:1 
 

It will surely not have escaped your notice – at least, the notice of the Francophiles amongst you – that 

today is the 14th July, Bastille Day, the national day of France, when the populace celebrates the start of 

the French Revolution by the freeing of an imprisoned beggar from the fortress that was the Bastille.  

Across the channel our nearest neighbours will take a day off from protesting, striking and setting fire to 

things to glory in liberty, equality and fraternity by banning burkas, ridiculing people of faith, and 

marching up and down the Champs Elysées in military uniforms singing their national anthem, La 

Marseillaise. 

 

Most of us probably know the tune, having had to listen to it played at football and rugby internationals 

and the like, but I suspect there aren’t that many who know the words.  It was written in Strasbourg in 

1792 by Claude Joseph Rouget de Lisle after France had declared war against Austria and was originally 

called War Song for the Rhine Army.  It was adopted as the national anthem in 1795, acquiring its name, 

La Marseillaise after being sung in Paris by volunteer soldiers who had marched up from Marseille.  

Napoleon stopped its use as a national anthem and it was actually banned altogether under Louis XVIII 

and Charles X, only being reinstated in 1879 after it had been adopted by the Paris Commune. 

 

Usually only the first verse is sung – a bit like our own national anthem – although sometimes the fourth 

and sixth verses are used.  There are six verses (and, bizarrely, a children’s verse) in the official anthem 

and another eight verses were in the original.  It’s probably just as well that they don’t sing the whole 

thing before international matches or you’d have to have an advert break in the middle!  Like many old-

school national anthems, it is a paean to national supremacy and a call to drench one’s enemies in their 

own blood!  The English philosopher, Jeremy Bentham, who was an honorary citizen of France, 

compared it unfavourably to God Save the King, calling it “the war whoop of anarchy” and “a most 

dismal, flat and unpleasing ditty – a long-winded and complicated one”.  And President Valéry Giscard 

d’Estaing said that it was ridiculous to sing about soaking French fields with impure Prussian blood as he 

welcomed the German Chancellor to the Elysée Palace! 

 

The opening lines are “Allons, enfants de la patrie, le jour de gloire est arrive”, which translates as 

“Come on, children of the fatherland, the day of glory is here”.  Which is really what Paul is saying in 

the words we heard read from his Letter to the Philippians a few moments ago.  It’s his rallying cry to the 

Christians in the Roman colony of Philippi situated in the east of the province of Macedonia.  Those who 

follow Jesus have their citizenship in heaven – the literal “fatherland” – where our heavenly Father lives 

and reigns.  Now that doesn’t mean that we actually live there too, but that we enjoy the rights and 

privileges which derive from there.  The inhabitants of Philippi, because it was a Roman colony, were 



able to become Roman citizens, enjoying (as, in fact did Paul himself) all the rights and privileges that 

came with being Roman, although they didn’t live in Rome. 

 

And, as children of the heavenly fatherland, they are to be transformed into people who share Christ’s 

glory (v21).  Our earth-bound existence is to be dramatically changed into a glorious life with Jesus for all 

eternity – beginning here and now.  That’s the great theme of much of what Paul writes in his letters: 

transformation – men and women being changed back by the love and grace of God into what we were 

originally meant to be.  As we have said so many times before, God loves us so much that he welcomes 

every one of us just as we are, but he loves us too much to leave us that way. 

 

We were, you see, as Paul says in v19, people who were “destined for destruction”.  As God renews his 

creation, restoring it to what he originally intended it to be before evil got in and messed it all up, he has 

to clear out anything that would spoil it, anything tainted by evil and sin.  Our condition as people 

originally created perfect by a good and loving God, has been distorted and perverted by the presence of 

evil and we are in a bit of a sorry state.  That does not sit well with God’s plans for all that he has made.  

In particular, writes Paul, there are three problems, three things that are wrong with any potential citizens 

of the fatherland that need to be put right.  He mentions them in v19. 

 

 

1. THE WRONG APPETITES 

 

Paul writes that “their god is their stomach”.  Now there are all kind of ways of looking at this if you 

refer to the commentaries – everything from an attack on Jewish food laws to criticism of Graeco-Roman 

eating habits.  I would suggest that Paul is saying here that those who are yet to be transformed are driven 

by desires that are purely physical – greed, lust, self-indulgence and the rest.  Yes, there are plenty of 

people for whom eating is pretty well a god, who eat too much or too richly.  The current difficulties we 

see highlighted in our healthcare system would bear that out.  But it is probably more than that.  Food, 

drink, sex, ephemeral pleasures, drug use and all the rest would come into this category. 

 

For many people, their appetites for these things are never satisfied – a bit like the demands of many of 

the pagan gods who were worshipped in places like Philippi.  People always want more.  They are always 

craving that little bit extra, that new experience, that fashionable addition to the lifestyle.  People are 

driven by it to the extent that it actually governs all their priorities.  And if that is the case, then Jesus is 

simply squeezed out.  There’s no room for him in a life that is devoted to sensual and sensory pleasure, 

that is always looking for the next fix, the next trend, the next brief and transitory experience.  Even after 



we have expressed our desire to live for Jesus, we are still open to such temptation and we need to guard 

against it at all times. 

 

 

2. THE WRONG ATTITUDES 

 

Paul goes on to say that “their glory is in their shame”.  This is not the glory of Jesus to which we should 

be aspiring.  This is the topsy-turvy way of looking at things where we seek the approval of others by 

indulging in the same reckless behaviour that they do.  This is rebellion and inverted values.  It is taking 

pride in the wrong things.  Just as certain groups have hi-jacked God’s sign of his faithfulness and 

promise of grace – the rainbow – to be a badge of their own set of humanly conceived values, so the word 

“pride” has now been taken to be the signifier of a particular way of behaviour which for many people is 

quite at odds with what God expects of us.  As we are always saying, these things have always been with 

us – as we can see from the way Paul treats the subject here and we can see throughout human history – 

but in the last sixty or seventy years, as the conventions and consensus of community life have gradually 

been dismantled, the things in which people glory are often the rejection of moral norms and generally 

accepted behaviour.  Look at what has happened in art, in cinema, in literature and on television in the 

last century or so. 

 

As we say, it’s always been part of life in some way or other.  It was a prominent factor in the behaviour 

and attitudes of the world in which Paul lived.  Arrogance, selfishness, ruthlessness and so on were 

considered to be desirable qualities in a person.  We now see those characteristics in business and in the 

media.  Those who are celebrated are the notorious, the rebellious, the people who transgress social, 

sexual and moral norms.  How else do you explain Love Island, Naked Attraction, the misogynistic, anti-

social and violent lyrics of much contemporary popular music, the tabloid obsession with affairs and 

orgies?  What once would have been considered shameful is now mainstream and glorified.  And, says 

Paul, it will lead to destruction. 

 

 

3. WRONG ASPIRATIONS 

 

Maybe this is the reason for all that – people have the wrong aspirations.  “Their mind is on earthly 

things” writes Paul.  They are looking in the wrong direction completely.  All they want is what is 

immediate and tangible here and now.  Men and women, affected by the deception and distortion of evil, 

are basically working towards the wrong goals.  They are looking just at the temporal – which, as James 

Greene reminded us a couple of weeks ago, is fleeting, ephemeral, here-today-and-gone-tomorrow – 



rather than at the eternal truths and benefits of God’s Kingdom.  They want material things which rust and 

decay and deteriorate.  They look for fleeting recognition and celebrity – Andy Warhol’s “fifteen minutes 

of fame”.  They find brief but ultimately unsatisfying experience in casual relationships.  They put their 

energies into things which derive from humanly conceived values.  Their eyes are on the immediate and 

the disposable rather than looking to the grander narratives of redemption and grace; on the here and now 

which disappears and melts way in the light of eternity, rather than looking at the promise of eternity with 

God which we can start to enjoy in the here and now.  It’s all ultimately a waste of time.  In the 

philosophical terms of Frenchmen such as Sartre and Camus, it is “absurd”, going nowhere, empty and 

illusory.  And they could offer no alternative, but Paul does. 

 

So what is it you want out of life?  What governs your appetites?  What kind of attitudes do you harbour?  

What are your aspirations?  If you go along with all that, then you will spend your life feeling unfulfilled, 

always looking for the next big thing, the next trendy experience, the next cheap thrill.  And you will be, 

as Paul unequivocally puts it, “destined for destruction”. 

 

And then comes another of Paul’s big “buts”.  “But”, writes Paul in v20, “our citizenship is in heaven”.  

We are children of the fatherland.  We are not looking for all those things.  Rather than our mind being set 

on earthly things, “we eagerly await a Saviour”, a Saviour who will bring transformation, if we are 

prepared to take him seriously, prepared to follow his ways, prepared to commit to his vision of the 

eternal future, prepared to believe that he can renew us and restore us.  If we do that, then we will share 

his glory, “the day of glory” will indeed arrive. 

 

But to do that we need to ensure that OUR APPETITE IS FOR CHRIST (v20).  We must “eagerly 

await” him: and why wouldn’t we if we believe in what he promises?  What we long for is to be with 

him, to be like him, to be glorified with him!  Cultivate that appetite.  Long for a life lived with Jesus.  

Pray that God’s Holy Spirit will create that appetite within you. 

 

We also need to check that OUR ATTITUDE IS OF CHRIST (2:5).  Earlier in this letter Paul has 

spelled out what this means.  Look at chapter 2.  Rather than glorying in our shame, we need to give the 

glory to Jesus alone and seek to imitate his attitude – an attitude of humility and obedience.  We make 

ourselves nothing, we look to the needs of others, we listen for what God wants of us.  And that is quite at 

odds with the prevailing attitudes of our culture. 

 

And we need to make sure that OUR ASPIRATION IS TO BE LIKE CHRIST (v21).  Taking our eyes 

away from the immediate and the ephemeral, we look to share in the glory of Jesus for eternity.  That is 

our goal, our target, it’s what we aspire to.  We want to be transformed, to leave behind the old ways of 



doing things, to have a different outlook on life, a radically different set of values.  Look at those verses to 

which we turn so often, to Romans 12:1,2: 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God – this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

 

That’s the way we need to go, so that we do indeed end up sharing the glorious body of Christ, just as 

God intended.  We are made, of course, in God’s image – and that is a glorious image, but an image that 

has become tarnished and distorted and defaced by the presence of evil in our world and sin in our lives.  

But God wants us fully to enjoy the life he has given us tio live life to the full as he intended. 

 

Let me ask the question again – what is it you really want out of life?  Do you want the temporal, the 

quick fix, the cheap thrills?  Or do you want to know the fulfilment and deep satisfaction that Christ 

offers for all eternity – starting now? 

 

Do you want to follow the attitudes of the culture around you, constantly changing, always egocentric?  

Or do you want to experience the satisfaction of living humbly, doing good, adopting the attitudes of 

Christ, which lead eventually to eternal rest and reward? 

 

Do you want to aspire to accumulating stuff, desiring celebrity, hopping form one relationship to another, 

always finding that what you want is just out of reach?  Or do you want to share the glory, the peace, the 

confident assurance of Jesus? 

 

Through his death and resurrection Jesus has made all that possible.  He believed so much in the project 

of his Father to bring eternal glory to the children of the fatherland that he went to the cross and died for 

it.  Then God brought him back to life to demonstrate that there is no promise he has made that he will 

not fulfil.  It’s a no-brainer, really, but the choice is yours and yours alone.  What will you do?  The 

transformation that is offered is possible only through Jesus.  Taking that seriously, committing to that is 

the only way to become an “enfant de la patrie”, a child of the eternal Fatherland, and to spend eternity 

sharing in his glory – starting right now. 

 

  



“CITIZENS OF HEAVEN” 
Philippians 3:12 – 4:1 

 
The opening lines of La Marseillaise are “Come on, children of the fatherland, the day of glory is here”, 
which is really what Paul is saying in these words.  Those who follow Jesus have their citizenship in 
heaven – the literal “fatherland” – where our heavenly Father lives and reigns.  And, as children of the 
heavenly fatherland, they are to be transformed into people who share Christ’s glory (v21).  Our earth-
bound existence is to be dramatically changed into a glorious life with Jesus for all eternity – beginning 
here and now.   
 
Paul says in v19, we are “destined for destruction”.  As God renews his creation, restoring it to what he 
originally intended it to be before evil got in and messed it all up, he has to clear out anything that 
would spoil it, anything tainted by evil and sin.  Our condition as people originally created perfect by a 
good and loving God, has been distorted and perverted by the presence of evil and we are in a bit of a 
sorry state.   
 
1. THE WRONG APPETITES – “their god is their stomach”. 
Those who are yet to be transformed are driven by desires that are purely physical – greed, lust, self-
indulgence and the rest.  For many people, their appetites for these things are never satisfied – a bit like 
the demands of many of the pagan gods who were worshipped in places like Philippi.  People always 
want more.  People are driven by it to the extent that it actually governs all their priorities and Jesus is 
simply squeezed out.   
 
2. THE WRONG ATTITUDES – “their glory is in their shame”. 
This is the topsy-turvy way of looking at things where we seek the approval of others by indulging in the 
same reckless behaviour that they do.  This is rebellion and inverted values.  It is taking pride in the 
wrong things.   
 
3. WRONG ASPIRATIONS – “their mind is on earthly things”. 
They are looking in the wrong direction completely.  All they want is what is immediate and tangible 
here and now.  Men and women, affected by the deception and distortion of evil, are basically working 
towards the wrong goals.  They put their energies into things which derive from humanly conceived 
values.  Their eyes are on the immediate and the disposable rather than looking to the grander 
narratives of redemption and grace; on the here and now which disappears and melts way in the light of 
eternity, rather than looking at the promise of eternity with God which we can start to enjoy in the here 
and now. 
 
“But”, writes Paul in v20, “our citizenship is in heaven”.  Rather than our mind being set on earthly 
things, “we eagerly await a Saviour”, a Saviour who will bring transformation.  If we do that, then we 
will share his glory, “the day of glory” will indeed arrive. 
 
But to do that we need to ensure that OUR APPETITE IS FOR CHRIST (v20).  We must “eagerly 
await” him: and why wouldn’t we if we believe in what he promises?  What we long for is to be with 
him, to be like him, to be glorified with him!  Cultivate that appetite.  Pray that God’s Holy Spirit will 
create that appetite within you. 
 
We also need to check that OUR ATTITUDE IS OF CHRIST (2:5).  Earlier in this letter Paul has 
spelled out what this means.  Look at chapter 2.  Rather than glorying in our shame, we need to give 
the glory to Jesus alone and seek to imitate his attitude – an attitude of humility and obedience. 
 
And we need to make sure that OUR ASPIRATION IS TO BE LIKE CHRIST (v21).  Taking our eyes 
away from the immediate and the ephemeral, we look to share in the glory of Jesus for eternity.  That is 
our goal, our target, it’s what we aspire to.  Look at Romans 12:1,2: 
 
Jesus believed so much in the project of his Father to bring eternal glory to the children of the 
fatherland that he went to the cross and died for it.  Then God brought him back to life to demonstrate 



that there is no promise he has made that he will not fulfil.  The transformation that is offered is 
possible only through Jesus.                                                                               
PTO 

Questions for reflection & discussion 
 

1) In what way do some people demonstrate that “their god is their stomach”?  Why do you think Paul 
chose this particular way to express it? 

 
2) How does our contemporary culture lead to people glorying in their shame?  Isn’t Paul being rather 

harsh here? 
 
3) Why are attitudes so important? 
 
4) What kinds of thing influence our aspirations?  How can we guard against being influenced in the 

wrong ways? 
 
5) What would make you really desire to be like Jesus?  What are the things that get in the way of 

that? 
 
6) Look at Philippians 2:5-11.  Isn’t being like Christ an impossible objective? 
 
7) What will you do as a result of reading this passage? 


