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The Worthy Life of Heaven’s Citizens 
Philippians 1.27-2.4 

Jason Procopio 

We are currently a few weeks into a series on Paul’s letter to the Philippians; today we’re arriving at the 
end of chapter 1 and we’ll begin chapter 2. I spent the first twenty-three years of my life in America, and 
the last twelve in France. (We have people in our church from a wide range of countries, so a huge number 
of you will know exactly what I’m talking about.) When I moved to France I had to undergo a pretty 
massive change of habits. First I had to learn French, which was a pretty awesome challenge in and of 
itself. Then I had to learn all the little rules of engagement in France—I had to learn that we don’t eat 
before everyone is served. I had to learn that hugs are actually far more intimate than kisses (still weird to 
me). I had to learn what that little pffft noise people make means (it means, I don’t know). Changing one’s 
country changes oneself—you can’t separate who you are from what country you truly belong.  

That reality is what Paul’s going to speak about in today’s text, except he will apply it in a far more radical 
way. In today’s text Paul calls the Philippians to live together a life “worthy of the gospel,” and he goes on 
to explain what that life looks like: a life in which they are standing firm against their opponents, striving 
side-by-side for the gospel, fearless in the face of opposition, and united in humble service toward one 
another and toward others. 

1) A Worthy Life: Fearless Striving for the Gospel (1.27-30) 
27 Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ… It’s difficult to see in the French, but in 
Greek he’s using a play on words with the Greek word for “citizen”—another way of translating this 
phrase is Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel, as true citizens of the Kingdom. When the Holy 
Spirit converts someone’s heart and that person becomes a Christian, the Bible tells us he becomes a 
citizen of heaven—he’ll say that later in chapter 3, and what he says here is, (in Greek, the language in 
which he wrote the letter) a play on words on that same concept. Philippi was a Roman colony, and they 
took great pride in that fact. But Paul reminds them that although they are Romans and are subject to 
Roman authority, Rome is not their ultimate authority. Their primary allegiance is to God. 

And so he calls them to act like that is the case, to live lives worthy of the gospel, and he gives us three 
qualifications of what that “worthy life” looks like (v. 27 again) :  Only let your manner of life be worthy of 
the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing 
firm in one spirit, with one mind… Firstly, they stand firm in one spirit. The evident truth we’re meant to 
see here is that we do this together. This is a corporate reality—we are citizens (plural) of heaven; we are not 
individual, satellite Christians; we are meant to live out this reality together. But because the citizenry of 
heaven is made up of individual people, Paul calls us to stand firm in one spirit, with one mind. This phrase 
speaks of what we are made of inside—it speaks of our identities and our values. And as Christians, we 
have a common identity—we are forgiven sinners, adopted sons and daughters of God. And we share a 
common value, that which we saw last week: that of glorifying Christ, whether by life or by death. So 
united in this common identity and with this common values, we are to stand firm as citizens of heaven, 
showing by our lives that our first allegiance is to our master. 
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Which brings us to the second qualification of a life worthy of the gospel (v. 27b): with one mind striving 
side by side for the faith of the gospel… The difference between this qualification and the previous is a 
difference of emphasis—they must not only stand firm, but strive, work, for the faith of the gospel. In 
other words, their call is not passive. The must work for the gospel, and that will produce difficulty—there 
are behaviors in life that people excuse as normal, but that are not in keeping with the nature and 
character of God. Think of Lydia, the first convert in Philippi. She’s a businesswoman. Perhaps before, 
she conducted business like any ordinary Roman citizen—but now that she is a citizen of heaven, she will 
not conduct her business in the same way; there are certain things she’ll do differently, and other things 
she will no longer do. She will adhere to a new code of conduct which might cause her to lose clients, 
which might anger the people she’s worked with in the past. So she is called to strive for the faith of the 
gospel, to testify by her life of the truth of the gospel, and she needs her brothers and sisters to strive for 
the gospel with one mind, side-by-side, with her. She’ll need their help to remain faithful to God instead 
of adhering to the common professional practice, if ever these practices go against what God calls her to 
do. 

So given the risk, it makes sense that the third qualification of this worthy life is fearlessness (v. 28): and 
not frightened in anything by your opponents. This is a clear sign to them of their destruction, but of your 
salvation, and that from God. These opponents are anyone who would try to stop them from obeying God 
and living out their faith. We might think that sounds a little silly today, but is it really? Even today, we 
tend to naturally be afraid to live out our faith. We imagine that conversation with someone—“So, you 
really believe that God exists and, like, created the world?” “Yes.” “And that he became a man—but not 
just a man, but really a man at the same time—and that that man was killed, then came back from the dead, 
and appeared to a bunch of people and then flew up into heaven?” “…Yes…” When we play out that 
conversation in our minds, it’s terrifying, because let’s face it—sometimes it sounds nuts even to us. And 
we know Jesus—we’ve seen his glory in the words of Scripture and we are entirely convinced they are true, 
but still, when you put it like that, it does sound kind of insane. So we can only imagine how crazy it 
sounds to someone who hasn’t actually met this Jesus, and we don’t want to put ourselves through the pain 
of having that conversation. We’re afraid of that look: when we can see people looking at us and thinking, 
You fools, how can anyone honestly believe these things? In a society which prides itself on its reasonableness 
and its incredible intelligence, we are terrified of looking unintelligent.  

And our situation is nothing compared to the situation in which these people were living. We need to 
remember that at the time Paul is writing this, people are being put to death for their faith. They are 
being put in prison. They are having their properties pillaged and burned. They are experiencing things 
that anyone would fear. But Paul reminds them of what we saw last week: we need not fear. If you stand 
firm in one spirit with one another, if you strive side-by-side for the gospel, if you overcome your fear in 
the face of your opponents, that’s good, solid evidence of your salvation.  

Now after telling them to do all that—to stand firm, to stay united, and to do it without fear—he tells 
them why they can do it (v. 29): 29 For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only 
believe in him but also suffer for his sake, 30 engaged in the same conflict that you saw I had and now hear that I 
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still have. Now, this is the sort of thing that I could get in trouble for saying, so I want you to look at the 
text and see that I’m not making this up. It has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not 
only believe in him but also suffer for his sake. In other words, if you are suffering for the gospel, you can 
face these struggles without fear because these struggles come to you from God himself.  

Every time the Christian faces persecution for his faith, he can know that that persecution passes through 
God’s hand before it comes to us. It has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only 
believe in him but also suffer for his sake. Behaving as a citizen of heaven first, declaring a primary allegiance 
to the God of the gospel and the truth of the gospel, will provoke opposition. It is inevitable. If Lydia 
suffers for the gospel, it’s not that God has forgotten about her or ignored her prayers; it is not that he is 
ignorant of her plight. It happens because God allotted that suffering to her, and he always has a beautiful, 
glorious, joy-giving reason behind it. And so Paul encourages her, and her brothers and sisters in Philippi, 
that they can endure it all—they can stand firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the 
faith of the gospel, not being frightened in anything by their opponents. They can live lives worthy of the 
gospel, because they know that whatever they endure for their faith is a grace that God has given to them.  

So Paul has encouraged the Philippians to live this life, and now he shows what that life will look like. 
Now, I don’t know if you’ve picked up on it in our text so far: if this text were taken out of context, it 
could seem that Paul is encouraging Christians to a kind of extremism. Or we could imagine a 
circumstance in which people strove for the gospel, but adopted an attitude of superiority because of their 
striving—adopting a kind of “It’s either us or them” attitude. Paul’s talking about a struggle, yes, but it’s a 
very different kind of struggle. He says that the Christian does not stand firm by fighting back; he does 
not strive with other Christians by resisting oppression—for the Christian, it’s not “us against them” but 
rather, “us for them.” 

2) A Worthy Life: Altruistic Striving  (2.1-4) 
2.1  So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any 
affection and sympathy, 2 complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord 
and of one mind. 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant 
than yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.  

C. S. Lewis said that humility is not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of yourself less. And this is 
what Paul’s driving at. The humility he’s speaking of is not looking down on oneself, but rather putting 
others first—the defining trait of Christian humility is a thoughtful, gospel-fueled altruism. So Paul 
reframes the striving he’s spoken of so far—striving for the faith of the gospel means courageously 
continuing to serve others in humility…even those who oppose you. Christians’ attitude towards oppression 
is not anger or desperation or violence, but rather humility. And it makes total sense, because Christians 
base their attitude not on what they think they deserve, but what they have already received.  

Have you received any encouragement in Christ, in the knowledge that Christ was punished in your 
place, and that God declared you righteous before him because of Christ’s perfect righteousness? Have 
you received any comfort from the unthinkable love God has shown you in sending his Son? Have you 
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received his Spirit to convert your hearts and convince you of the truth of the gospel? Have you received 
God’s great affection, knowing that the love he has shown you is not a half-hearted, obligatory love, but a 
love that comes from the very real affection he has from you? Has God shown you sympathy, in coming 
down to earth in the person of Christ to suffer alongside you? And has that affection and sympathy 
produced in us an affection and sympathy toward others? 

If you have received these things, what is the only response that would make sense? We realize that 
nothing we have in Christ is of our own doing, but was graciously given to us. And faced with this great 
love and grace, we desire to love and show grace to others.  Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but 
in humility count others more significant than yourselves.  

This flies in the face of everything our culture tells us is normal and right. Our culture teaches us that 
when we are wronged, when we are mistreated, it is normal and right to get angry quickly, to be 
indignant. Why? Because this mistreatment is not what we deserve! But that can’t be right—think about it: 
what did Christ deserve? How did he respond? He is the Son of God, who lived an entirely sinless life.  
And when he suffered persecution and ridicule, when his oppressors were beating him and whipping him 
and tearing out his beard and nailing him to the cross, what did he do? He remembered (and reminded 
others) that although he had the power to stop it all, he wouldn’t, because this oppression against him was 
meant by God for a greater good. And rather than getting angry at his accusers and lashing out, he loved 
his enemies, and prayed that God would forgive them, and died to make them whole. He took on himself 
the sins of the very people who had rebelled against them, and absorbed the wrath of God against their 
sin. 

Christ deserved everything—he deserved the people’s honor and love and praise. And yet he did not fight 
for what he deserved, but rather, in humility, considered others more significant than himself, for his 
Father’s glory and for our joy. This is the way Paul acted. Aware of the immense grace he had received 
from Christ, he desired to extend that grace to others, to such an extent that he did not fight for justice on 
his own behalf, he did not look to his own interests, but humbly looked to the interests of others. 

So he encourages the Philippians to do the same, and to do this together. Be firmly united in your attitude 
toward those who persecute you. He says (v. 2), 2 complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the 
same love, being in full accord and of one mind. (Again, this phrase.) Why? Because if one person acts in this 
very strange way, perhaps people will be surprised, but they could very well write him off as a fool. But if 
an entire movement of people is characterized by their humility, by their desire to serve others (even, if 
possible, those who oppress them!), well, that’s not a fluke. If that many people show love to those who 
hate them, there’s something deeper going on there, and it’s telling, because this group will be 
characterized by something that isn’t remotely natural.  

3) A Worthy Life: In 2016, In Paris 
So let me ask you a couple of questions to apply this text. Firstly, what situations in your life will present 
you with a choice, and what will you choose when they do? We might refuse to participate in certain 
dishonest business practices. We might refuse to fudge the numbers on our tax returns, and risk having to 
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lose some money. We might refuse to indulge in certain kinds of entertainment, even at the risk of being 
ridiculed by people we want to impress. We might refuse to take shortcuts that make life easier, because 
we know them to be illegal. Or to put it positively: we might decide to speak to someone about Christ, 
knowing full well that we risk rejection or even public slander because of it. We might run the risk of 
ridicule from our family, who just can’t understand why we would believe what we believe… We might 
feel compelled to contribute our time, our resources, our finances, our vacation time (!!!) to the work of 
the church, the work of the gospel.  

If we contend for the gospel as citizens of heaven, if we strive side-by-side for the faith of the gospel, we 
will all experience one or more of these things, or any number of other various difficulties that come from 
our primary allegiance to God. If you haven’t experienced this yet, you will. That seems awfully heavy. 
But would it feel so heavy if you truly believed that it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you 
should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake? If you really believed that these struggles were a 
gift that God would use for his glory and your joy, it wouldn’t necessarily make those things easy to 
endure, but it would allow you to remain joyful in the midst of that pain—this knowledge, this conviction, 
acts as a shield for our joy when we suffer. 

Next, what is truly most important to you? Paul tells the Philippians, Let each of you look not only to his 
own interests, but also to the interests of others. How much time do you spend working for the things you 
desire, rather than seeking to serve those around you? How much time do you spend trying to develop 
your gifts, when all around you there are needs which have nothing to do with your gifts, but that you 
could still fill? What opportunities has God given you to serve others in humility? Would it be possible, 
for example, to come alongside someone who is suffering and cry with them? be there for them? act as the 
active presence of God in their life, in the midst of their pain? Would it be possible to give your time and 
energy to those things in the church that no one wants to do, but that need doing? Would it be possible to 
open your home and spend time showing gospel hospitality to others? Would it be possible to invest in 
the life of a new Christian and help him to know Jesus? Look for opportunities God has put before you—
ask him to open your eyes to the need, and to give you the humility to fill those needs. 

One last question (and this question is the foundation of everything we’ve seen). Are you aware of the 
grace that you have received? We have received the grace of God in Christ; we have received 
encouragement in the knowledge of our salvation; we have received comfort from his love; we have 
received his Spirit to guide us; we have received affection and sympathy. When we are the beneficiaries of 
such amazing grace, it changes our priorities—we no longer value the same things as important or vital. 
We have received the greatest gift imaginable, and now everything we see is eclipsed and informed by that 
gift. We have come to know the God of the universe in the person of his Son, and now our greatest desire 
is to know him more—and so we will want to learn more about his character, and imitate it; we will want 
to learn what God loves, and learn to love the same things; we will want to learn what God doesn’t love, 
and learn to reject our own disordered affections. It’s precisely what we saw last week—if we have come to 
know and see the glory of Christ, our singular passion will be to make that glory known to others. This 
truth is what drives all of the imperatives in this text. 



!6

This is the life God has called us to live, and it is a wonderful, glorious, joy-filled life. Remember all we’ve 
seen before; does Paul seem to be downtrodden and depressed to find himself in prison? Absolutely not: 
he is overflowing with joy, because Jesus is his life, and Jesus is far better than anything he’s had to give up. 
Brothers and sisters, believe it—if you feel like you’re making a sacrifice for the sake of the gospel, in 
reality it’s no sacrifice at all. Sure, you’re losing a few things, but you have gained infinitely more than 
you’ve lost. This is the grace that God has shown us: that for his adopted children, redeemed by the blood 
of Christ, even the worst of days are infinitely better than an easy day without him. Believe it, count on it, 
and live it. 

And if you don’t know Christ today, and you’re on the fence about whether or not to serve him, all I can 
do is promise you that it’s worth it. Read what God has revealed in the Bible; talk with the Christians  
you know about these things; listen to their stories. And ask God to show you that the worthy life Paul 
calls us to in this passage is not just a worthy life; it is the best life, and it is eternal.


