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Text:  Philippians 4:4–13

As some of you know, I have always loved to read, 
and I have enjoyed books in many different genres. 
While spending a large part of my life in the cab of a 
big truck, I listened to a lot of books. I have said 
before that I listened to many books on theology and 
the Bible, but truth be told I listened to works of 
fiction more than anything. 

Most everyone who loves to read has their favorite 
authors and I’m no different. One of my favorites is 
James Lee Burke, especially his Dave Robicheaux 
series of novels. This series has been so popular that 
several movies have been made from them with 
Tommy Lee Jones and Alec Baldwin playing the part 
of Robicheaux. He is a fictional police detective in 
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New Iberia Parish, Louisiana. Since Burke’s first 
Dave Robicheaux novel, The Neon Rain (1987), he has 
produced 23 books in the series with the last one, A 
Private Cathedral, coming out in August of this year. 

While I was on the road I always anxiously awaited 
the new James Lee Burke novel to come out on 
cassette and then CD. The local library in Roanoke 
allowed its members to check out up to eight books 
at a time and keep them for a month but I went to 
the library every Saturday when I got in to return 
what I had borrowed the Saturday before and get 
seven or eight more. With the books by James Lee 
Burke I waited for a different reason than most other 
authors. I spent a lot of time listening to the excellent 
narrator Mark Hammer, and to me, he was the voice 
of Dave Robicheaux. Over the years I grew to know 
Robicheaux and his third wife Bootsie, his adopted 
daughter Alifair, his best friend Clete Purcell, his 
hired help at his bait shop Batiste, and even his 
three-legged raccoon Tripod. Dave had several 
wives but Bootsie was the most endearing and when 
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she was killed in the Last Car to Elysian Fields (2003) I 
mourned with him. Dave and his family felt like 
friends and I wanted to know more about them, and 
even hoped they would be all right. I know that 
sounds crazy but there you have it.

When Teresa and I went through the actual New 
Iberia Parish I would always say, “I wonder how 
Dave’s doing.” She would roll her eyes because she 
had only listened to a few of the novels and didn’t 
share the relationship that I had with the family.   

 Now you may be asking why I’m sharing this with 
you today in a sermon from Philippians. It’s because 
I knew that the characters in Burke’s novels were 
fictional, but I spent a lot of time with them and 
James Lee Burke is a master at character 
development. The truth is, all the characters were 
not knowable to me in reality and what I was 
benefitting from was the imagination and passion of 
the author, James Lee Burke. A good author doesn’t 
just want you to buy and read his books, but he 
wants you to love the characters as much as he does. 
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Now don’t misunderstand the comparison between 
the Apostle Paul and James Lee Burke—it’s ends 
with their role as authors who have passion. The 
Book of Philippians is definitely NOT a work of 
fiction but a demonstration of the passion of the 
author who is filled with the Holy Spirit to write this 
Epistle. The Apostle's desire is that you and I will 
fall as deeply in love with Jesus as he is and that it 
will bring us to the place where we are willing to 
both live and die for the glory of the one who has 
saved us in spite of ourselves.

Last week we ended with Philippians 3:12, 

Not that I have already obtained this or am 
already perfect, but I press on to make it my 
own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own.

Paul knew that he had not arrived at perfection and 
he continually sought to know Jesus in the power of 
the resurrection and had certainly joined with Jesus 
through suffering. But he pressed on toward the day 
that he would attain to the resurrection of the dead 
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and be united completely with the Savior that had 
loved him in spite of his past behavior. I said last 
week that if  I had to summarize the motivation of 
St. Paul in putting up with a life of suffering and 
pain as a Christian and the motivation for all that he 
wrote in his Epistles, I believe I could simply say it 
was demonstrated in the fact of “Christ Jesus has 
made me his own.” 

What an amazing revelation! Jesus Christ, the 
eternal Son of God, creator, and sustainer of the 
universe, brought Paul into his loving embrace and 
laid claim to him forever. That one statement, 
“Christ Jesus has made me his own,” in order to 
really impact us should be prayed over and 
marinated in. It is amazingly profound and an 
example of something Paul the author wanted his 
readers to fully allow to penetrate their hearts and 
motivate them to a deeper desire to know and 
follow the Lord Jesus.

So, let’s move on to Philippians 3:13–14, 
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Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it 
my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies 
behind and straining forward to what lies 
ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.

Paul acknowledges that he is not fully conformed to 
Christ’s death, and he has not arrived at the goal, 
but he is straining to push through to the place that 
is his final goal. Knowing Jesus personally, and 
being made one with him has given him the reason 
and purpose for living. He no longer looks back at 
who he once was but remembers who he now 
belongs to. He has seen the hope of the future, and it 
is the single reality that marks the present: Christ 
Jesus is his Lord and everything in the present is 
drawn to the future in which Christ is finally and 
fully known. Years earlier Paul had earlier expressed 
this truth in 1 Corinthians 13:12, 

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face 
to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know 
fully, even as I have been fully known.
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If you are like me, you find memories of things from 
the past can haunt you, whether good or bad, and 
that is the goal of the enemy. There were many 
accusations that Satan could make against Paul and 
many memories of his successes and prestige could 
make him pause and wonder about his decision to 
follow Christ. However, Paul had learned to not 
allow the distractions of the past to take his eyes off 
of the hope of the future. A race is run in the present, 
not the past or the future.

David Guzik, in his commentary on Philippians 
quotes, A. B. Meyer, 

It is a high calling because it comes from 
above, from God; the conception of it has 
emanated from His heart. It is a high calling 
because it is worthy of God. It is a high 
calling because it is so much above the ideals 
of men… And then this is a high calling 
because it summons us to where Christ sits at 
the right hand of God. 
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Usually, we think of our calling as the people of God 
to simply be in fellowship with Jesus the Son and to 
therefore being one with the saints destined for 
glory (1 Corinthians 1:2). There’s nothing wrong 
with that but here in Philippians 3:14 Paul is calling 
for us to look at our calling from the perspective of 
its completion instead of its beginning. This has 
actually been the call of God all along, to lift us 
heavenward to share in his eternal presence. To see 
ourselves as those who belong to God, and are 
called to experience his presence, power, and glory 
now, even though not like we will one day, still it 
can be our joy and reality here. When that is true, 
then we can hardly wait for what God has for us in 
the New Heavens and the New Earth. If knowing 
and experiencing Christ can be that amazing and 
wonderful here, what will it be like in the age to 
come? 

Paul wrote this letter from prison and yet still he 
wrote of a present glory, the power of the 
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resurrection, and a present fellowship with Jesus 
even in the midst of trials and suffering. 

Even in prison and very unfavorable circumstances, 
Paul’s joy was found from focusing on the reality of 
who he was in Christ and the continual upward call 
to focus on all that means, both in the present 
circumstances and the future glory. This is a timely 
word for us today as we find ourselves surrounded 
by events in our country and world that are brought 
about by the unrighteousness and godlessness of 
men who arrogantly and foolishly turned away from 
God’s word.

Unfortunately, it is coupled with the fact that many 
who consider themselves the people of God have 
concerned themselves with the cares of this world 
instead of the heavenly calling of God to be 
witnesses of his saving power. This was true in 
Paul’s day, and his hope and ardent desire was that 
the church would receive from the Spirit of God the 
same vision of glory that would change their desire 
for worldly success and esteem, to a hunger for 
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more and more of the Lord who had made them his 
own. Can you sense or pick up on this desire 
through the lens of the author? Do you want this for 
yourself more than anything else? This is a vitally 
important question that we must honestly answer 
for ourselves.

Gordon Fee in his commentary on Philippians 
makes this observation, 

…his singular and passionate focus on the 
future consummation, which Paul clearly 
intends as paradigmatic, often gets lost in the 
contemporary Western church—in an affluent 
age, who needs it? But Paul's voice needs to 
be heard anew. Part of being human is that 
by nature we are oriented to the future; in a 
day when most people have no real future to 
look forward to, here is a strikingly powerful 
Christian moment. The tragedy that attends 
this rather thoroughgoing loss of genuine 
hope is that our culture is now trying to make 
the present eternal. North Americans are 
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probably the most death-denying culture in 
the history of the race. How else can one 
explain cosmetic surgery's having become a 
multimillion-dollar industry? 

Actually, I looked it up and Americans spent $16.5 
billion on cosmetic surgery in 2019.

The truth is that many, if not most Christians today 
have lost the sense of calling that should attend the 
heart of every believer. We must get back to sharing 
with the world that God’s purposes for His creation 
are not finished until he has brought our salvation to 
its consummation. There are those who are lost and 
dying without hope in Jesus Christ, and don’t even 
know it. Paul felt the urgency of this and saw it as 
the essence of the Christian faith. Without the 
gospel, what is the message of the church of Jesus 
Christ? Social justice is a timely message, feeding the 
hungry and showing compassion to the poor is vital 
to the mission of the church but without the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, it is simply seeking salvation 
through good works.
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Paul warned the Philippians of what can happen if 
anything else other than the cross of Jesus Christ 
captures their hearts and desires.  

Let me read Philippians 3:17–19, 

Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your 
eyes on those who walk according to the 
example you have in us. 18 For many, of whom 
I have often told you and now tell you even with 
tears, walk as enemies of the cross of 
Christ. 19 Their end is destruction, their god is 
their belly, and they glory in their shame, 
with minds set on earthly things.

Paul was not being egotistical or boastful here, as if 
he were the sum total of what it meant to be a 
Christ-follower. He wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Be 
imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” He instructed 
his brothers, and sisters to follow after the examples 
of those who were faithful in their walk with Christ. 
Sometimes, Paul recommended that others follow 
after the example of his suffering. In 2 Timothy 1:8, 
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Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of 
our Lord or of me His prisoner, but join 
with me in suffering for the gospel according to 
the power of God…

Often when considering a scripture I’ll take a look at 
different translations to get a feel for what I feel to be 
the most accurate. I’m never sorry when I consider 
The Message, a paraphrase by Eugene Peterson. I love 
his version of 2 Timothy 1:8–10. He captures the 
heart of Paul’s intent perfectly, 

So don’t be embarrassed to speak up for our 
Master or for me, his prisoner. Take your share 
of suffering for the Message along with the rest 
of us. We can only keep on going, after all, by 
the power of God, who first saved us and then 
called us to this holy work. We had nothing to 
do with it. It was all his idea, a gift prepared for 
us in Jesus long before we knew anything about 
it. But we know it now. Since the appearance of 
our Savior, nothing could be plainer: death 
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defeated, life vindicated in a steady blaze of 
light, all through the work of Jesus.

To truly follow after Jesus is to take a path not 
recommended by the world but is seen as foolish 
and narrow-minded. However, once on the path to 
follow Jesus, nothing is more important or 
worthwhile to the true believer. In the cases of those 
who decided it wasn’t worth it and turned back, 
Paul mourns because essentially they became 
enemies of the cross. As he wrote these words he 
testified that many people came to mind and he 
shed tears for their loss. Like Paul, there are many 
who come to my mind when I think of this verse 
and I suspect that at one time my name came to 
mind for some, too. 

One of the most frightening verses here is 
Philippians 3:19, 

Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, 
and they glory in their shame, with minds set 
on earthly things.
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Here Paul probably isn’t pointing to those who 
returned to the law or decided that Jesus wasn’t the 
savior, but those who stopped following after the 
example set by Paul and others who were faithful to 
the upward call of Christ. He was pointing to those 
who celebrated their supposed liberty in Christ to 
the indulgence of the flesh. Paul contended with 
many in the church of Corinth. In 1 Corinthians 
6:12–20 Paul addressed this issue with those who 
thought that salvation comes without repentance 
and conversion, who thought that as long as your 
soul was saved, it didn’t matter what you did with 
your body. They felt they were living on an exalted 
spiritual plane that freed them to enjoy sensual 
pleasures, whether glutenous or sexual. They 
celebrated their freedoms and ended up bringing 
shame to the church at Corinth. Paul brought 
discipline upon those who practiced such things and 
made it clear in 1 Corinthians 6:9, 

Or do you not know that the unrighteous will 
not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be 
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deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor 
idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor 
drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will 
inherit the kingdom of God.

We might be inclined to shake our heads at such 
ungodly things happening at the church in Corinth, 
but this premise is actually alive and well today 
within the world of modern supposed Christian 
churches. The LGBTQ agenda has been received and 
celebrated by many within protestant churches. It is 
considered enlightened to believe that those who 
find themselves attracted to their same sex, and too 
many other various debased and perverted 
practices, were created by God that way and should 
be embraced and encouraged. For years now it has 
been considered a woman’s reproductive right to 
abort her child and some today have gone so far as 
to call it ordained by God and a Christian value. I’m 
appalled at how many within our Congress call 
themselves “people of faith” and then support all 
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the sick and perverted things that are going on and 
demand that abortion be allowed even after the birth 
of a live child.

These were the things that made Paul weep for those 
who had walked away from a genuine commitment 
to Jesus Christ, and followed after the desires of 
darkness. Paul wrote that the very things they 
considered their glory was in actuality their 
greatness shame, and unless they turned to Jesus 
their end would be destruction. Nothing about this 
has changed. Their focus was on earthly things and 
no matter what they claimed, they had no care or 
concern for the things of Christ or His glory.

Are you picking up on the passion of the author of 
Philippians? Does it call you to a deeper walk with 
Christ?

Finally, let’s read Philippians 3:20 to 4:1, 

But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it 
we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus 
Christ, 21 who will transform our lowly body to 
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be like his glorious body, by the power that 
enables him even to subject all things to himself. 
 Therefore, my brothers, whom I love and long 
for, my joy and crown, stand firm thus in the 
Lord, my beloved.

Paul concludes this flow of thought by pointing to 
the reason that we must follow Jesus Christ in 
faithfulness. Our real hope does not lie here (thank 
God!) but in the New Heavens and the New Earth. 
We live in anticipation of that day when Jesus Christ 
returns as the victorious King of Kings and Lord of 
Lords. Whenever I hear Handel’s Messiah and it 
comes to the “Hallelujah Chorus” I can’t help but 
stand up and with tears flowing down my cheeks 
and praise the coming King and Lord. Hallelujah! 
Hallelujah! The people of Philippi were citizens of 
Rome and under Roman laws and customs, so Paul 
is pointing them to their true citizenship as 
Christians. The primary title of the Roman emperor 
was “lord and savior” and now Paul tells them that 
they await the true “Savior, The Lord Jesus Christ.” 
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As citizens of Heaven they were resident aliens on 
earth. Foreigners are always distinct wherever they 
go, Christians must also be distinct in their life and 
purpose. When Jesus comes he will do something no 
emperor could ever do, he will transform our lowly 
bodies to be like his glorious body. It’s for this 
reason that we must stand firm.

Let’s pray. 
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