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The Kingdom of God: Citizens by Birth
Philippians 3:12-4:1 


In his commentary on Philippians, D. Martin Lloyd-Jones writes: “We have a new citizenship, we are in Christ, and because we are in Christ, we are seated in the heavenly places with him. Certain things will happen to us before we finally arrive in heaven, but our citizenship is as definite now as it will be then. There will be a physical translation when we die, but spiritually we are there already, we belong there.”

What, then, does this citizenship mean?  Why does Paul use this term to describe the Christian?  I think it is to illuminate a contrast.  Scripture describes two kingdoms, and everyone belongs to one.  Either you are a citizen of the Kingdom of heaven, or you are a citizen of the kingdom of this world.  Those under the Lordship of Christ have their citizenship in the kingdom of God.  But until we perceive the difference, we will have no incentive to act any differently than those belonging to the world.

Ephesians 2:2 refers to Satan as “the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.”  Paul contrasts this picture with terms that relate to the believer, such as: “We are children of God … heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17) and “fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household” (Eph. 2:19).  

The point that I want to make clear is that these terms are all in the present tense.  It is not a future thing that we look forward to.  It is not a state or status that we hope to attain.  It is not an honorary title, such as one given to a celebrity by a prestigious university.  I once heard about someone who was bestowed knighthood by the Queen of England.  But they made it clear that, as an American, he could not call himself, “Sir -so and so.”  The title was honorary, and did not endow him with rights as a British citizen. 


But this is not the type of citizenship we’ve been granted in God’s kingdom.  As believers in Christ, we are raised up with Christ (Col 3:1); we have been delivered from the dominion of darkness, and brought into the kingdom of His beloved Son (Col 1:13); we are seated in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus (Eph 2:6).

Our current, full citizenship in the Kingdom of Heaven is a well-founded New Testament truth, and we must begin to understand and believe in our hearts that we are, now, as fully accepted and established by God in His heavenly home as we shall be even when we get there, if we are ever to function effectively and victoriously as His ambassadors in this present, evil age … So I want us to look today at the characteristics of this Kingdom, to which we belong.

The first characteristic of any kingdom is the King.  He is the center of focus, the one to whom allegiance is given. The kingdom operates according to his decrees, his laws, and the kind of king he is.  The kind of character he has dictates the character of the entire kingdom.

The character of the prince of this world is revealed in those who are his subjects: “For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things” (Phil. 3:18-19).

We live in a day when it has become a social faux pas to offend someone by speaking the truth.  Society has found a new way to communicate neutrally and avoid all conflict.  And I am probably in gross violation of such ways to communicate when I say that no matter how nice we are, no matter how noble or courageous we are, no matter how religious we are ... All who do not believe in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God, are enemies of the cross of Christ.

Some will assure you that they hold Jesus in highest regard and that they try to live life as best they can.  But it is not good intentions or noble actions that deliver us from sin and offer us new life.  It is only by grace, through faith, because of Christ – because of what He accomplished on the cross.

Out of His great love for us, God became a man, while we were His enemies.  He was nailed to a cross, poured out His blood, and died a cursed death, while we were His enemies.  The only way to be reconciled to God is through the cross.  Those who do not believe in the cross of Christ remain citizens of this world.  So tragic is this truth that Paul was moved to tears for those who rejected the life that was offered for them.  

Now, contrast this with the citizen of the kingdom of heaven.  Their King is Jesus Christ.  They owe and surrender all their allegiance to Him.  Their goal is to please Him.  Their lives are dedicated by Him, and none else.  Their first concern is the will of Christ, and doing it.  Their most pressing concern is His good pleasure.  Their priority in prayer is that His will would be done over their own, and they surrender their will to His, so that their desires would be His desires.  Jesus is all, and all is for Jesus.

The second characteristic of the kingdom of God that distinguishes it from the kingdom of this world is its vastly different Government.  In Romans 6, Paul drives the point home that while the believer was once a slave to sin, he is now free of that bondage.  Where we once yielded ourselves as instruments of unrighteousness, now we present ourselves to our new King, as those who have been made alive again, and yield ourselves to be instruments of His righteousness.

We talk about having free will – being free agents to make our own decisions; but this is not so.  Outside of Christ, we are not free.  We are slaves to sin, whether we realize it or not.  But as citizens of the kingdom of God, we are free from sin; so that we may be servants of righteousness & grace.  Citizens of God’s kingdom are aware of a different kind of law; a law of liberty.  We can look back on the law we slaved under before we knew Christ, but those priorities, those false philosophies that governed our actions, no longer have power over the citizen of heaven.  We are free from the law of sin and death, and dwell securely under the law of the Spirit and the love of Christ.

What is your reaction when you hear the word rapture?  Excitement, anticipation, confusion, curiosity?  We read books about it; go to bible studies on it – we wonder at the thought of being taken out of this world, don’t we?  But a transfer has already taken place, and often we are not aware that in God’s kingdom, many of the benefits we desire that have us so anxious for the rapture, were really instated at this first transfer, when we put our faith in Jesus, and are in effect and available to us now!

“For God has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col. 1:13-14).  “Praise be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ” (Eph. 1:3).

This blends into the third characteristic of the kingdom of God – as citizens, we are blessed by many Privileges.  For instance, we have constant access to the King.  In fact, we are encouraged to go there and find audience with Him.  “Let us approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in time of need” (Heb. 4:16).

We are citizens of a Kingdom ruled by a King who wants our fellowship.  He is infinitely concerned about us.  He calls by name and has made us His own.  Wherever you find yourself, in whatever circumstances here on earth, He is with you.  Bessie Ten Boom said, “No pit is so deep that God’s love is not deeper still.”  Ps. 61:2 – “From the end of the earth I call to Thee, when my heart is faint.” He hears the feeblest cry from the farthest corner of the globe, for we are His citizens and have 24/7 access to the Throne.  

We have the privilege to pray for others.  Jesus said that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us and grants our request.  We have the privilege, acting as His ambassadors, to introduce others to the Kingdom and be part of ushering them into citizenship as well.  They don’t have to take a test or get shots or meet some other requirement first – other than laying their sins at the foot of the cross as they pass into life.  What a privilege we have to be part of that!

Now if we stop and consider the characteristics of the Kingdom to which we now belong – our King, His government of grace, & the many privileges we possess – we will be able to joyfully proclaim, just as Paul did: “Our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ!” (Phil. 3:20)

But there is one more thing I want us to consider concerning this citizenship.  It is a Citizenship by Birth.  In Acts 22, Paul has been arrested and is about to be flogged. But Paul injects fear into the heart of the Roman soldier with one question: “Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been found guilty?” (v. 25).  You see, being a Roman citizen put a person under the protection of Roman law, and a citizen could not be punished without due process of law.

The interesting part of the story comes when the soldier’s commander, having heard the report, comes to Paul and asks, “‘Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?’ ‘Yes, I am,’ he answered.  The commander said, ‘I had to pay a big price for my citizenship.’ ‘But I was born a citizen,’ Paul replied” (vs. 27-28).  Citizenship could be bought … But Paul had born in a Roman province, and was therefore considered a Roman citizen.

Sadly, there are many Christians who live as though they are some kind of second class citizen in God’s kingdom.  They live as though they are just barely acceptable to God – as long as they tow the line.  They seem to be laboring under the perception that their position before God is a tentative citizenship – one they have purchased with their works, but will expire at some point if they don’t continue to rack up maintenance points.  But as Jesus told Nicodemus, I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again (Jn. 3:3).  So when it comes to the Kingdom of God, we are citizens by birth – by re-birth!

II Cor. 5:16-17 – “From now on, we regard no one from a worldly point of view … if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”  The moment we believe – the moment we surrender to Jesus as Savior and Lord of our life – there is a death and a rebirth.  We die to sin and self and the kingdom of this world, and are immediately given new life by the Holy Spirit.  Not a renovation; but a regeneration. Not a making over, but a making new.  “In his great mercy, God has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade …” (1 Pet. 1:3-4).  

We are citizens of the Kingdom!  “And we eagerly await a Savior … our Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (vs. 20-21). Our great hope, citizens of the kingdom, citizens by birth, is that this Savior, this Lord Jesus, whom we eagerly await, is coming back!  And when he does, he will replace the perishable with the imperishable.  His glory will make us glorious!

In this age of motion picture entertainment, when special effects have become so sophisticated and computer generation allows movie makers to give the illusion of just about anything they want to happen, we’re seeing more and more stories where someone is physically changed into some super or glorious state.  But for us, born citizens, it’s not a tale – it’s the truth.  By virtue of His accomplished work on Calvary’s cross, and His resurrection from the dead, our Savior was crowned with glory and honor, and to Him was given dominion over all things.  And by the display of His power, Jesus promises to conform us to His glory!

But again, the glory of the kingdom of God is not simply for the future!  It is right here and now!  The kingdom of God is all around us, and it is advancing, by the power of the Spirit and through the body of Christ!  Believers in Christ, you are citizens born; sons and daughters in the kingdom of God.  This comes with great privilege.  It also comes with great responsibility.  How do we live mindful of the Kingdom?  How do we go about our Kingdom work?  We will be examining this in the weeks to come, as we look at Jesus’ parables on the Kingdom of God.  For now, I will end with the challenge Paul gave to the Philippians: “Therefore, my beloved brethren… stand firm in the Lord.” (4:1)
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