
Philippians 3:17-21 

Turn with me in your bibles if you would to Philippians chapter 3.  We are entering the home 
stretch in our study of this brief letter and I hope that you have been as encouraged by our 
time Philippians as I have.  Life is a fight.  We’ve learned from this book that to glorify God in 
this fight, or to run this race well, we need to understand the gospel and we need one 
another.  Fighting for joy is hard work, but it’s the duty of citizens of God’s kingdom—a theme 
we’ve talked about often in the past few weeks.

Today, we’ll see the second time in this letter Paul has made reference to our citizenship in 
God’s heavenly kingdom.  I actually think Paul is intentionally tying our text today and last 
week’s text back to a point he made in chapter 1.  Listen to this section of Philippians 3 from 
the middle of verse 13 through the first part of verse 20:

But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and reaching forward to what is ahead, 
14 I pursue as my goal the prize promised by God’s heavenly call in Christ Jesus. 
15 Therefore, let all of us who are mature think this way. And if you think differently 
about anything, God will reveal this also to you. 16 In any case, we should live up to 
whatever truth we have attained. (and here’s the start of the text we are about to study) 
17 Join in imitating me, brothers and sisters, and pay careful attention to those who 
live according to the example you have in us. 18 For I have often told you, and now 
say again with tears, that many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their end is 
destruction; their god is their stomach; their glory is in their shame. They are focused 
on earthly things, 20 but our citizenship is in heaven,

Now flip back a page or two in your bible to Philippians 1 and look at verse 27: 

27 Just one thing: As citizens of heaven, live your life worthy of the gospel of Christ. 
Then, whether I come and see you or am absent, I will hear about you that you are 
standing firm in one spirit, in one accord, contending together for the faith of the 
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gospel, 28 not being frightened in any way by your opponents. This is a sign of 
destruction for them, but of your salvation—and this is from God. 

Look at the multiple similarities between these two passages.  There’s just one thing for the 
Philippians in 1:27 and then Paul shares his ‘one thing I do.’  There’s the imperative to 
contend together in chapter 1 and then to join together in chapter 3.  That doesn’t come 
through as clearly in our English, but the word at the beginning of 3:17 in the Greek literally 
means together-imitators.  So in chapter 1 we see the command to contend together and 
then in chapter 3 to imitate Paul together.  We’ll flesh that out in a second but there are two 
more similarities I wanted to point out.

Paul gives two encouragements about opponents.  Encouragement and opponent don’t 
seem to go together well, but the context in both sections is that the opponents of the 
Kingdom, the opponents of the gospel, will meet destruction.  The Philippians needed to live 
in the reality of that reminder desperately because their opponents were very powerful and 
they came from a number of angles.  There’s a subversive tone to both of these sections 
because to declare yourself a citizen of a kingdom other than Caesar’s would have been a 
treasonous act, one that invited the wrath of the most powerful empire in history at the time. 
So, Paul reminds the reader that their enemies are destined for destruction.

And finally, there’s the reminder that we aren’t from around here.  Remember, Philippi was a 
Roman colony city.  That meant that Philippi was designed to mimic Rome in its architectural 
style and layout.  It also meant that the Philippians were recognized as Roman citizens, 
which was a lofty privilege.  He’s reminding the Philippians that they’re aliens in the land 
where they live.  

Don’t read citizens of heaven and think that Paul is only talking about the future.  He is.  But 
he’s talking even more so about the present.  Because of what Jesus accomplished on your 
behalf, you are already a citizen of heaven.  You’re deployed here on earth and you have a 
very specific mission while living in this alien land.  And that specific mission is what Paul has 
been writing about as he has exhorted the Philippian church and us to pursue the prize of a 
deeper relationship with Jesus Christ.  Pursuing that prize, as we read last week, requires us 
to do away with distractions and give everything we have in pursuit of personal holiness.

Paul holds himself up as an example of that pursuit in today’s text.  That’s the first thing we’ll 
look at from vv. 17-21.  We’ll see an example, we’ll see an enemy, and we’ll end with an 
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encouragement — all three of these things play pivotal roles in empowering us to live as 
what we already are: citizens of the kingdom of heaven. 

So let’s look at our outline to see how Paul reminds us today of what our citizenship means 
for our day-to-day lives.

First, we have 

An Example

Verse 17 gives us two examples, actually.  Paul invites the Philippians to imitate him and 
imitate those who live according to Paul’s example.  

I want to pause here before we go any further to remind us of something.  Imitating Paul, 
even imitating Christ, is not what saves us.  We imitate because we are saved, not so that 
we can be saved.  The message today is not, nor should it ever be, quit being bad and just 
be good.  Because that’s not the gospel.  If that was the gospel we’d all be going to hell.

The gospel is 100% about what God did through Christ to reconcile us to Himself and it is 
0% about what we do for God.  I’ve shown you a number of different definitions of the gospel 
throughout this series and I do that so that we can see the picture from different angles.  We 
will never on this side of eternity fully “get” the gospel, so we can never on this side of 
eternity “get over” the gospel.  I really like the way Ligon Duncan broke down the gospel for 
his congregation in a sermon once:

The gospel is that God has loved us at the cost of His Son, and receives and accepts 
us not because we've stopped being bad and tried to be good, but because the Lord 
Jesus lived perfectly and died perfectly in our place, the benefits of which we receive 
by faith alone. We contribute nothing to them, we receive all the blessing, and God 
accomplishes it. It's good news — it's the gospel — because we don't do it. God does 
it. We simply receive a gift that is offered us. It's a costly gift that's freely offered to us 
in Jesus Christ.1

 https://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-library/sermons/fighting-for-joy-growing-in-humility-knowing-christ-and-the-1

peace-that-passes-understanding-a-study-of-philippians-40-two-ways-to-live
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Imitating doesn’t save you.  But we pursue that prize that is our relationship with Jesus Christ 
by forgetting what is behind and reaching forward toward what lies ahead and one of the 
ways that we reach forward is by imitating other believers like Paul.  We imitate because we 
belong to Jesus, not so that we can belong to Jesus.  That’s a pivotal distinction.

Now, you could think Paul arrogant after reading this verse couldn’t you?  It’s a bold thing to 
call on others to imitate your life as an example of what it means to live for Christ.  But that is 
precisely what Paul does and he doesn’t just do it here.  He tells the church at Corinth: 
16 Therefore I urge you to imitate me. 17 This is why I have sent Timothy to you. He is 
my dearly loved and faithful child in the Lord. He will remind you about my ways in 
Christ Jesus, just as I teach everywhere in every church. (1 Cor. 4:16-17), 

And to the church at Thessaloniki 
6 and you yourselves became imitators of us and of the Lord when, in spite of severe 
persecution, you welcomed the message with joy from the Holy Spirit.  (1 
Thessalonians 1:6)

He states it even more definitively in 1 Corinthians 11:1, Imitate me, as I also imitate 
Christ.

What we are seeing here in Philippians 3:17 and in these other three references is the model 
for Christian disciple-making.  Imitate me, as I also imitate Christ. Look at the last half of 
verse 17: Paul tells us to pay careful attention to those who live according to the example 
you have in us.  Who’s us?  Most likely himself, Timothy , and Epaphroditus.  We looked at 
their example just a few weeks ago back in 2:19-30.  The phrase in our text “pay careful 
attention to” is just one word in the original text and it means ‘to mark’.  I think Paul is calling 
back into our minds here the image of a focused runner from last week.  In the heat of a 
race, the runner’s gaze is fixed on the finish line.  The point Paul is making is that as we seek 
to pursue the prize of Christ we are to fix our eyes on Christ’s example and the example of 
other disciples like Paul.  That, the bible teaches, is how disciples are made.

There’s an important underlying truth here that’s vital to our church: Disciple-making is why 
we’re here and it’s the business of every believer.

The mission statement of Christ’s church found in Matthew 28:19-20, 19 Go, therefore, and 
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
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the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”

Disciple making is why we’re here and it’s the business of every believer.

If we follow Paul’s thinking in Philippians 3:17 then as a part of our collective pursuit of Jesus 
Christ we should strive to be examples worthy of imitating and we should each have 
examples in our lives of people who are worthy of imitating.  It’s not something you start 
when you reach adulthood, it’s something you start when you are redeemed by Jesus Christ.  
And it’s not something you stop when you retire.  It’s something that you continue on as long 
as you’re a citizen of heaven who is living in this alien world.

Imitating is natural for us, and I think God wired us that way on purpose.  American 
philosopher-poet Rodney Atkins touched on our natural tendency to imitate in his 2006 song 
Watching You:

Well then my four year old said a four letter word
That started with "s" and I was concerned
So I said son now now where did you learn to talk like that
He said I've been watching you dad, ain't that cool

By the way, this is a good spot to note that disciple-making starts in the home.  We are to 
make disciples of our families and sending your kids to Sunday School is a help in that 
process, it is not the end in that process.  We want to come alongside families in our kids 
and youth ministries but spending a couple of hours a week at church in and of itself does 
not produce disciples.  It’s a life-long investment. 

I can’t emphasize this point enough: Disciple-making is why we’re here and it’s the 
business of every believer.

Ok, moving on we see the example from this text.  Then we see

An Enemy
Look at verse 18-19 again: 18 For I have often told you, and now say again with tears, that 
many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their end is destruction; their god is their 
stomach; their glory is in their shame. They are focused on earthly things . . 
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When we think about enemies of the cross we tend to look outside the body of the church.  
And it’s easy for us to sit back and look at the brokenness of our world and identify our 
enemies.  But I really don’t believe that’s what is in view here.  Paul shows pastoral concern 
here when he says “I say again with tears.”  Literally, I write this while weeping.  This is a 
heavy word that was usually reserved for mourning. Paul says he’s ugly crying as he writes 
this.  Sometimes you see people cry on TV or in movies and it seems very put together, just 
a few tears but their makeup is perfect and they keep their composure.  That’s not real life.  
Paul is invoking the image of ugly, chest-heaving, snot-running, weeping here as he says he 
hurts for those who have chosen another path.

Typically, Paul only uses this type of emotive language when he’s speaking of those inside 
the church.  Not those out there.  This isn’t a warning about the blatant unbelievers in the 
world.  I think this is a warning to those who profess to be Christians but aren’t following the 
example of Christ.

The warning is this: if you believe you’re a Christian but you’re not actively pursuing 
Jesus Christ then you’re in grave danger.  

You might say, ‘preacher that’s not very comforting.’  Good.  If that’s you, I want to lovingly 
say that I hope it makes you uncomfortable.  I hope it makes you uncomfortable as hell 
because that’s the warning in view in the text.  Paul says their end is destruction.  That 
means the outcome of the path you’re following leads to ‘hopeless loss of all that gives worth 
to existence’ . That’s the meaning of the destruction in verse 19: hopeless loss of all that 2

gives worth to existence.

There are two ways this danger manifests itself in the church: you either think you’re saved 
by the things you do or by the thing you did.

If you think you’re saved by living morally—by being good—you’re in danger.  Remember 
from earlier, the gospel is 100% about  what God did through Christ to reconcile us to 
Himself and it is 0% about what we do for God.  But even knowing that, we can still find 
ourselves drifting into a works-based righteousness.

 http://www.preceptaustin.org/philippians_317-212
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Cru, formerly Campus Crusade for Christ, in their evangelism training asks a helpful 
diagnostic question for those of us who fear we may fall into this category:
If you were to die and stand before God, and He were to ask, ‘why should I let you into 
heaven?’
What would you tell Him?

Don’t answer that out loud, but do think about your answer.  If your tendency is to begin your 
answer “because I” then I would encourage you to really pray and examine your 
understanding of the gospel.  Our answer to that question has to being “Because Jesus.”  If 
we end up in hell its’ “because I.”  If we are citizens of heaven it’s “because Jesus.”

We can tend to think we are saved by things we do, but that can never be true.  We can also 
think we are saved by the thing we did.  We’ll host vacation Bible school this week.  We will 
present the gospel to every child who walks through those doors and we will earnestly God 
will do a work in the hearts of all those who are capable of understanding it and they will be 
saved.  

But just because they raise their hand at some point this week, or repeat a sinner’s prayer, or 
walk down an aisle doesn’t mean they are saved.  If we see no evidence of the work of the 
Holy Spirit in the lives of those who had a ‘moment’ of salvation then Scripture tells us that it 
is unlikely they were ever Christians.

God’s people—true citizens of His kingdom—are marked by the way their relationship with 
God changes them.  God’s people bear spiritual fruit.  Galatians 5:22-23 tell us the fruit of 
that relationship is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
and self-control.  If there is no evidence of those things in your life then there is a danger that 
you’re headed for destruction.  The fruit produced by the enemies of the cross is actually the 
opposite in a lot of ways.  Their god is their bellies, Paul writes, meaning that instead of 
denying themselves they indulge their basest desires.  Instead of longing for the future 
glorification of Christ they glory in their own sins and exalt themselves.  They’re not focused 
on pursuing the prize of Christ they’re pursuing things of this world.

Paul weeps over these people. That’s one of the ways we should follow his example.  
Because, remember we are no better than the ones destined for destruction.  We were right 
there in the same boat paddling alongside them.  But God rescued us.  And we should be 
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torn apart on the inside by the ones we know who are still destined for that same punishment 
God rescued us from.

And we are thankful He did rescue us.  Paul closes chapter 3 with an encouragement based 
on that rescue. 

An Encouragement

We are pursuing the prize in this life, but we haven’t taken hold of it yet.  One day, we will.  
The last half of v. 20ff we eagerly wait for a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ. 21 He 
will transform the body of our humble condition into the likeness of his glorious body, by the 
power that enables him to subject everything to himself.

Christ’s work of imparting His righteousness to us is finished, but His work in history is not 
done.  When we pursue the prize well we will one day take hold of it.  We’ll be embraced by 
Jesus Christ.  All this struggle, all the self-denying, all the sacrifices that you make because 
you’re a citizen of heaven are worth it.  

Revelation 21:5 shows us that in the end God will make everything new, perfect, just as it 
was before sin marred our existence.  At the end of the book The Return of the King, J.R.R. 
Tolkien describes how evil has been vanquished and all things set right.

After the ring is destroyed at Mount Doom, Sam wakes up from his sleep surprised he is 
alive and surprised to see Gandalf.   Then he says, “Is everything sad going to come 
untrue?”3

Everything that causes you pain, grief, and heartache will one day become untrue as Christ 
sets right everything that is broken.  Following Godly examples won’t be easy.  But living as a 
citizen of the kingdom is worth it and it’s the only way to experience true joy for eternity.

Two lifestyles are set before us in the text today.  Two different kingdoms, really, are set 
before us. As you examine your life, do you long for the true return of the King or are the 
examples you’re following leading you to your own destruction?  

Let’s pray.

 https://www.michaeljkruger.com/is-everything-sad-going-to-come-untrue-eschatology-in-the-lord-of-the-rings/3
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