“Citizens of Heaven” — Apr. 6, 2025
Fifth Sunday in Lent (Phil. 3:18-4:1)

18 For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; | have often told you of them, and now I tell
you even with tears. 19 Their end is destruction, their god is the belly, and their glory is in their
shame; their minds are set on earthly things. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from
there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. 21 He will transform the body of our
humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him
to make all things subject to himself. 4 1 Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom | love and
long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. (NRSVUE)

In the days of tall ships, sailors had to learn a lifesaving lesson early in their
careers. Whenever sailors went aloft to change their sails, whatever they did, they
had to do with only one hand and arm. The other hand was reserved for themselves,
so they could hold on while doing their tasks. One arm for the ship. The other arm
for themselves.

In our faith journey, we can apply a simple but powerful principle to our prayer life.
When life feels like we’re sailing through violent seas without a marine GPS, when
we’re struggling just to stay afloat, I want to invite you—and myself—to keep one
arm always for prayer. No matter what’s happening, no matter how busy we are,

no matter the situation, let us always reach out and hold onto God’s hand through
prayer. We can call this the “one-arm-for-prayer principle”—always dwelling in
God through prayer. In our faith journey, especially during times of challenge,
prayer becomes a lifeline, offering us the guidance and support we need from God.

Paul was a person of prayer, joy, and deep commitment to mission, and prayer
often became the source of his joy. Today’s reading comes from his letter to the
believers in Philippi.

Philippi was a small city with strong loyalty to Rome and its emperor. In this
environment, openly declaring Jesus Christ as Lord was a risky act that could lead
to persecution. Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians while imprisoned in Rome,
facing potential death because of his faith in Jesus.

Although Paul was in an extremely stressful and challenging situation, his letter
was full of joy, mentioning the words ‘joy’ or ‘rejoicing’ throughout the letter. He
invited the Philippian Christians to find joy in their faith, even in the midst of
suffering or hardship. Phrases like “Rejoice in the Lord always” (4:4) highlight
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Paul’s deep sense of joy and peace in Christ. That’s why Paul’s letter to the
Philippians is often called the epistle of joy.

However, today’s reading is not about joy but about concern for those whose way
of life opposes the gospel. Paul said, “Their end is destruction, their god is their
belly, and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” Who
are they? They are the immoral, greedy, and self-indulgent in the Philippian church,
which brings Paul to tears of worry, concern, and pity. Paul described them as
“enemies of the cross of Christ.” In The Message Bible’s paraphrased version, they
are those who want easy street. They hate Christ’s cross. Paul said, “But easy street
is a dead-end street.””? This is a manner of living that denies the love and grace of
God in Christ, whose self-giving and self-emptying love led to death on the cross.®

Paul reminds us that, although we live on earth, our true citizenship is in heaven.
When Paul speaks of our heavenly citizenship, he’s not saying we should focus
only on heaven. Instead, he invites us to live as disciples of Jesus Christ, the one
“who transforms the earthly into the heavenly.”* This means our identity should be
shaped by heavenly values—the vision of the kin-dom of God—not by our desires
or the pursuit of worldly privileges. Just as Jesus taught us to pray, Paul invites us
to seek God’s will on earth as it is in heaven.

What would be your choice? Paul asked the Philippians whether they would
choose to live as enemies of the cross of Christ or as citizens of heaven while on
earth. What about us? We are also called to live our daily lives on earth, seeking
and following the kin-dom vision, and bringing the light of Christ into the darkness
of the world. Paul’s invitation calls us to widen the circle of love, justice, peace,
and joy in the presence of the risen Christ, who is always with us, guiding us with
heavenly values.

This heavenly citizenship invites us to live with transformed hearts and lives,
reflecting the feast of God’s kin-dom here and now, even as we await its complete
fulfillment in God’s perfect timing.

Can you imagine Paul writing a letter full of joy while in prison, not knowing if he
would live or die? When we face hard times, Paul may empathetically whisper—or
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even shout—that true joy comes from God’s love, not our circumstances, no matter
how difficult or overwhelming life feels.

Paul was able to rejoice and be content in any and all circumstances. He was an
ordinary person who struggled, grieved, and suffered just like us, yet he could
rejoice because his spiritual eyes were open to God, who was with him every
moment. Paul also invites us to live as citizens of heaven here and now, without
being overly preoccupied by earthly things. Can we do that? We can, not because
we are able, but because God is always with us, empowering us to stand firm and
be deeply rooted in God. On our side, we shouldn’t forget the “one-arm-for-prayer
principle: —always keeping one arm reaching out to God in prayer in all
circumstances.

Paul still calls and encourages us: “My fellow citizens of heaven, let us stay on the
right track. When you stand, stand firm in God. When you run, press on toward the
goal for the heavenly prize. You are God’s beloved children. That’s your heavenly
identity and that’s why you can be joyful all the time!” Amen!



