
When I agreed to preach this morning back in mid-July, Melanie sent me the text for 

this week and I had some mixed reactions. To be honest, it seemed like a slam-dunk 

passage - I saw how easily this sermon could write itself. I immediately had an outline in 

my head and truthfully anticipated jotting something down on the plane ride from 

Boston yesterday, then giving you all a short, neatly wrapped message today. The cliff 

notes: Follow Jesus! Avoid temptation! Be a good Christian! Remember that you are a 

citizen of heaven and you will be transformed! 

As we approached this Sunday, I started getting annoyed that this is the text I had to 

preach on. I don’t know about all of you, but the past few months have made me really 

angry, tired and sad. I feel like every time I look at my phone there’s news alert with 

more troubling news. Things feel so divided and it is hard to see a path forward. All of 

the national and international news combined with a number of things in my personal 

life have put me in a state of near constant anger, anguish and sadness. I look around 

and see that others are feeling it too. And I wondered - what good would an easy 

sermon on being a “good Christian” do for all of us? 

 

So, I texted Melanie (which, if you’ve been paying attention to her sermons, she hates 

and would much rather I call her with these questions!) and asked if I had to preach on 

Philippians; if there was any flexibility, because I wanted to preach about anger! She 



responded that I could incorporate other things, but that this Sunday is part of a sermon 

series and I really needed to stick with the text.  

 

My next plan was to do a deep exegesis, or critical interpretation, of this text for 

everyone. My ¾ of a Masters of Divinity has given me the toolbox to let you know 

exactly what scholars think Paul may have been referring to when he says “their god is 

the belly.” So – I started pulling out my New Testament resources and searching 

scholarly journals for commentary.  

 

No need to panic - that’s not the sermon you’re going to hear today. If you are a Bible 

nerd like me and want to learn more about context and meaning, feel free to send me 

an email and I can point you in the right direction. However, as I sat with the text over 

the past few weeks, I had a few moments of “holy nudges,” pointing me in the direction 

I eventually went with.  

 

The first “holy nudge” was a text conversation with my mom. Last Saturday, I texted her 

that I had been up since 4am - I couldn’t sleep because the world was so terrible. She 

replied “The world has always been awful - That’s why we have faith (praying hands 

emoji)”. My initial response to this was a strong eye roll - how could we possibly be 

talking about having faith in a time like this? I felt the deep pain of everything 



happening in every bone of my body, I felt paralyzed with sadness, and my mom was 

telling me to have faith?! At that moment I wasn’t particularly fond of God, and I felt like 

the encouragement to “just have faith” was similar to a sanitized “focus on being a good 

Christian and you’ll be rewarded!”.  

 

Over the past week, however, reading this scripture again and again and trying to find 

some meaning in it all, my mom’s text has replayed itself and I’ve begun to wonder two 

things: Has the world really always been awful? What does it actually mean to have 

faith? 

 

The second holy nudge I received was at a performance of the wildly popular musical 

Hamilton last week - yes, I got tickets, yes it was amazing, yes you should see it. If you 

somehow haven’t heard of Hamilton, it is a musical about founding father Alexander 

Hamilton, the revolutionary war, and the founding of the United States. The cast is 

predominately made of up people of color, which was a purposeful choice by the 

creator, Lin Manuel Miranda. To see people who have been routinely and systematically 

oppressed and disenfranchised by this country perform a show about its beginnings was 

incredibly powerful. I was already grappling with the “citizens of heaven” part of today’s 

text and started to think about citizenship in general. What does it mean to be a citizen 

of something? What responsibilities do we have as citizens? 



 

In today’s text, Paul encourages the Philippians to turn away from those who are 

“enemies of the cross,” to remember that their citizenship is in heaven, and to “stand 

firm in the Lord.” The nudges I experienced over the past week have caused me to 

interrogate what this really means for us as a Christian community.  

 

It sounds really nice to think of ourselves as citizens of heaven - I know I’m often eager 

to place my identification outside these troubling times, and heaven seems like as good 

a place as any. This is especially true if we go with the popular conceptions of heaven - a 

nice, relaxed place with all of our favorite happy things and none of the bad stuff that 

plagues us here on earth. It’s really easy to sign on to be citizens of heaven and embrace 

our identity as Christians if that’s the heaven we’re thinking of.  

 

As Christians, we look forward to the coming of the kingdom of God – the fulfillment of 

God’s plan for the earth. The kingdom of God is the heaven we work towards. At some 

point in my theological education, the kingdom of God, or heaven, was referred to as 

existing “already but not yet”. Yes, heaven is in the here and now, but it also exists in the 

future. This is the heaven which we are citizens of. 

 



As I reflected upon after seeing Hamilton, with citizenship comes real responsibilities. In 

America, these responsibilities include paying our taxes, serving on juries, and voting. 

Similarly, our citizenship in heaven also requires certain things of us. If the kingdom of 

God is not fully realized, then part of our responsibility is to work to bring about that 

kingdom – to bring heaven to the here and now.  

 

This future kingdom is one of radical equality, justice and liberation from all 

oppressions. As I am reminded daily, even hourly, we are so far from that reality. People 

are suffering and our Christianity doesn’t excuse us from acting - instead, it requires it. 

As my mom reminded me in a conversation we had after her “that’s why we have faith” 

text – faith is a verb. Faith is active, it is part of our relationship with God. My mom was 

right – in a way, things have always been terrible. The Bible is full of stories of people 

struggling to survive and make their voices heard. But these people had faith – the kind 

of faith I’m talking about today. They persisted and survived time after time. We must 

remember that we are a small part of the larger story of God’s people – we are a blip on 

the larger arc of time, and the actions we take through our faith help fulfill our 

responsibilities as citizens of heaven and bring about justice in the world. 

 

The message of Jesus is one of inclusion, community and love - even when - or, 

especially when, it is difficult and counter cultural. When Jesus tells us the MOST 



important commandment is to love your neighbor as yourself, he isn’t necessarily 

referring to our literal neighbor (although that neighbor is important too!). He’s 

referring to all of God’s children – to all citizens of the kingdom of heaven. Many 

cultures operate from the basic tenant that our lives are bound up in one another. When 

I studied abroad in South Africa in undergrad, I learned this as Ubuntu – a person is a 

person through other people.  

 

As citizens of heaven, when one person suffers, we all suffer. When one is persecuted, 

we are all persecuted. The kingdom of God cannot be fully realized until we are ALL able 

to live freely and without fear. And I’m not going to lie to you – this is going to take a 

lot of work. Faith is hard work. Living out our responsibilities as citizens of heaven may 

mean making some hard choices, giving up some privileges, and rethinking our day to 

day lives.  

 

Paul acknowledges to the Philippians how simple it is to take the easy path, but that 

path is not one of true Christianity. He knows how difficult it is to live out one’s 

responsibilities as citizens of heaven, but promises it will be worth it – for the kingdom 

of God is transformative and love-filled. Faith is hard work, but the glorious future it 

opens up, one where all people are free, is worth that work. 

 



I sent Melanie a draft of this sermon Friday, and she reminded me that this sermon 

series is titled “uncommon joy” and asked if I could at least fit the word joy in 

somewhere. I planned to ignore this request and end with an encouragement to do the 

hard work required of us as citizens of heaven, but experienced yet another holy nudge 

Friday night at a concert. I had tickets to see a band I’ve loved for years, Florence and 

the Machine. I was exhausted and burnt out, but ended up dancing and singing for two 

hours to some of my favorite songs. At some moment during the show I remembered 

that another important component of our citizenship in heaven is joy. Yes, it is hard and 

often uncomfortable work to be Christians, but it is also joyous! The kingdom of God is 

partially already here and that is an incredible thing. God wants us to experience this 

beautiful, wonderful world God created. Joy is also required of us, whether it be a quiet 

moment with our family or dancing to our favorite songs with thousands of people. 

Things are hard but God is good. Thanks be to God!  

 


