          DWELLING BELOW, SEATED ABOVE
PHIL. 3:19,20

                      Biblical Paradoxy #4

     Tony was scared to death.  The crowds had gathered outside of his hotel room, and they were angry.  They were demanding that he come out to face them, but he, for obvious reasons, didn't want to come out.  Inside, the hotel manager was putting pressure on Tony.  If you don't go outside, they are going to burn down my building.  Suddenly, as the manager was pleading with Tony, there was the sound of shattering glass.  Someone had thrown a rock through a window.  Now the jeers of the crowd could be heard even more clearly.  

     As Tony was shaking in his boots inside that hotel, he could not help but reflect back upon the mess that he had gotten himself into.  It had all started out innocently enough.  Tony had come to town with his opera company to premiere a new opera that he had composed.  It was called "the Useless Precaution."  But at that premiere showing earlier that night, it was immediately apparent that the audience did not like the opera.  First, they sat there in icy silence.  Then, gradually, they had begun to whistle and jeer.  Finally, the music couldn't even be heard at all.  The fact that Tony had stood at the conclusion and applauded his own work had been the last straw.  It had just infuriated the crowd.  And now they were outside his hotel, chanting and jeering, throwing rocks at the windows, calling for him to be thrown out as a piece of raw meat might be thrown to hungry sharks.

     Happily, the police arrived just in time to disperse the crowd and save Tony.  And interestingly enough, public opinion concerning Tony's opera turned in time.  Perhaps it was the fact that Tony changed the name of his opera, but eventually, Tony's opera drew cheers instead of jeers.  Today, it is difficult for us to believe that the opera composed by 23 year old Geochino Antonio Rossini entitled "The Useless Precaution" almost cost the composer his life, for today Rossini's opera is one that has stood the test of time. He eventually would call it "the Barber of Seville."

     It is rather unsettling to be in a strange place, under hostile conditions.  We would all prefer to have a secure environment.  We have this desire because God has placed within our hearts a need for a place called home where we can identify with people we know and love and feel safe and secure.

     It is interesting that while everyone in the world has this need for security, a very small percentage is totally secure people.  The vast majority of people in the world today struggle with this inner need, trying this and that, but never really finding their inner needs met.  

     One of the paradoxes of the Bible is that a person will ultimately become secure only as he or she realizes that this world is not his home.  As long as a person  tries to find ultimate security here on earth, that person will be disappointed.  But when we come to the place where we realize that we are sojourners here on this earth, we are pilgrims on this planet, that our permanent citizenship is in heaven‑ then and only then will we find the security that our heart desires.  As C.S. Lewis once wrote, “When I find within myself a place that is never completely content, I am reminded that I have ultimately been created for another world.”
     We would like to look at this apparent paradox this morning.

*The paradox of living here on the earth while having our citizenship in heaven.

*The paradox of dwelling below here on the earth, but at the same time being seated above in the heavenlies.

Turn to Phil. 3:17‑21

In this great chapter, Paul has been testifying about how he forfeited all the advantages that he had here on earth for the desire to know Jesus Christ.  He has written that he put no confidence in his racial background (3:5), religious background (3:5), or anything else that others were placing their security in.  For Paul, his obsession was to know Jesus Christ (3:10), and Paul found himself continually pressing towards the mark for the prize to which God had called him heavenward (3:14).  In the next chapter, Paul is going to speak of his complete security and contentment‑ 

*the joy in his life‑ Rejoice always as I do (4:4)

*the peace in his heart‑ the peace of God will guard your hearts and minds (4:7)

*his inner contentment‑ I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation (4:12)

*his self‑image and confidence‑ I can do everything through him who gives me strength (4:13)

We have been looking at some of these passages the past Sunday evenings.
How could Paul have such a healthy and balanced view of himself?  He gives the answer in part in Phil. 3:17‑21 as he presents to us the paradox of his life.

READ Phil. 3:17‑21

PHP 3:17 Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you. 18 For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 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.

Paul says here that there are many people who do not live with the perspective that he had.  They do not live the apparently paradoxical life of the Christian.  They only live for what they can see here and now.  They live according to the philosophy to eat, drink and be merry.  Live only for the here and now.  Their mind is only on earthly things.  

     But there is a better way, Paul said.  The way of the pilgrim's life.  Living and serving God in this world with the knowledge that one's citizenship is really in heaven.       Sociologists have wrestled with this matter of a person adopting a specific cultural setting for many years.  They have come up with what they refer to as the acculturation process.  In his book entitled, Modern Cultural Anthropology, Philip Bock speaks of this very important acculturation process.  The acculturation process is the process that every person undergoes whereby he or she is made a part of a specific society.  The acculturation process helps to shape the way we feel about things, traditions that we might hold dear, likes and dislikes that we might have, and many of our values.  Sociologists tell us that it is through this acculturation process that we seek to meet 3 basic needs in our lives‑ our identity, our security, and our self‑esteem.

     Many of our habits that we just take for granted have been molded by this acculturation process.  For instance, our dress is generally dictated by our culture around us.  And it is not that we have to dress the way we do; it is rather that we grow up feeling comfortable with a certain type of dress.  The Ok Bap tribal men in Irian Jaya feel immodest if they are not wearing a gourd around their necks.  In our culture, we prefer ties to gourds.  And many of us prefer no tie at all.  

     Our eating habits generally are dictated by the culture around us.  In the mid-west, we generally grow up liking beef and fish and chicken and potatoes and corn and other vegetables.  In certain parts of Bangladesh, raw rat is considered a delicacy, and is eaten readily.  Most of us would prefer a medium well done steak to raw rat here in the U.S.  When my family went to Japan, we were served a living fish at a restaurant.  It was considered to be a great honor to have such a fresh fish.  This was the one meal I just couldn’t bring myself to eat.  I convinced Justin, our oldest son who was just 4 at the time, that he needed to go to the rest room.  I prefer a well-done hamburger to raw fish.  But my wife, Sandy, has different tastes because she was raised in Japan.  

     Now every one of us goes through this acculturation process‑ most of us have gone through it growing up without even thinking about it.  Missionaries perhaps understand this process better than most of us do, because they have to consciously face culture‑shock when they try to become acclimated to a new cultural setting.  And they perhaps better than any of us understand the paradox that Paul is speaking of here, for most missionaries and especially missionary kids feel a sense of loss culturally.  They know that they will never really become a part of the foreign culture where they serve‑ they will never be totally accepted to identify with that culture‑ but at the same time, they are gone for such periods of time from their native culture that they come back and find that life has moved on by them.  They are not familiar with new styles and phrases that have become popular.  Someone has said that the only place where a missionary kid really feels at home is on an airplane.  But we must each try to understand this process as best we can in order to see the paradox that Paul is speaking about here.

     The acculturation process is natural and healthy.  We all need to become a part of some culture.  And what sociologists claim is true to a point.  The acculturation process helps to develop our identity and security and self‑esteem.  We feel a part of a people group‑ I am an American‑ we feel comfortable with a certain lifestyle and our sense of belonging and acceptance builds our self‑esteem.

     But where sociology falls short is in its failure to recognize that the natural, human acculturation process can never fully meet all the inner needs that we have.  If we were to take a poll among people in the greater Grand Rapids area‑ as many polls have been given nationwide‑ we would find that 3 of the major areas that people are wrestling with today are the areas of their identity, security and self‑esteem.  

*The average person has questions about who he is‑ his identity.

*The average person doesn’t feel totally accepted and loved by those around him – his security.
*And the average person admits having struggles with a low view of himself – low self-esteem.
Has he gone through an acculturation process?  Of course he has‑ we all have.  Yet this natural process has failed to give to us all that we need in these areas.  The world just cannot meet all of these basic needs in our lives.  And I would just ask you the questions this morning.  Do you know without a doubt who you are and your purpose here on this earth?  Do you feel totally accepted and loved by people around you?  Do you feel the sense of value and worth that you would like to feel?  If you can honestly answer “yes” to all of these questions, you are in the very fortunate minority of people in our community.  Most people will answer “no” to at least one of these questions.
     How is it possible then for these most basic human needs to be met in a person?  God has designed for these needs in part to be met through an apparent paradox that he has revealed to us‑ it is a paradoxical lifestyle.

*The world says:  live only for here and now.  There is no guarantee of life after death.  So eat, drink and be merry.  Everything you need you will find right here and now.

*God says: if you are a child of mine, this world is not your real home.  I have created many good things for you here to enjoy, but don't put your ultimate trust in them.  Your real citizenship is in heaven.  So dwell here on this earth, for I have a job for you to do here.  But always remember that your citizenship, your real home, is in heaven.  So lay up treasures there in heaven rather than here on the earth.

     Now what benefits come from living the kind of paradoxical life that God has designed for us to live?

     1.  First, we are given a new identity.  We begin to realize that we are part of God's family.  We are a child of God, and a joint heir with Jesus Christ.  We begin to see more clearly than ever who we really are and what our real purpose is in life.  We begin to realize that we have been created by God for the purpose of serving him and bringing glory to his name.  As we examine our own life, we see gifts, special abilities that God has given to us so that we might serve him.  As we really begin to see ourselves in this new identity, with the special gifts that God has given to us, a whole new sense of purpose comes to our life.  No longer are we wandering around aimlessly trying to find ourselves, no longer are we lost in the maize of trying to find happiness in the pleasures and recreations of life, but now we see very clearly our purpose.  And an amazing thing begins to happen.  We begin to enjoy life as we never did before.  We begin to enjoy pleasures and recreations and all the other good things that God has given to us.  And this all comes about in our life as we realize just who we are and what we have been placed on this earth to do. 

     2.  But then we also find a new security in life.  

*We have the security of the relationship that we have with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.  We realize from God's word that Jesus Christ loved us enough to sacrifice his own life for us.  We begin  to understand that this wasn't something that just happened in history, but this was planned out by God before the world was even created.  We read from the pen of Paul that we were chosen in him before the foundations of the world. *We hear the words of Jesus Christ that his sheep listen to his voice and he knows them, and they follow him, and that he gives to them eternal life, and they will never perish, and that no one will be able to snatch them out of his hand.  And then we hear Christ add that God the father is greater than all and no one can snatch his sheep out of his father's hand.  (John 10:27‑30)  These truths from God's word give us tremendous security in our relationship with Him.  We find that our real security is not found only in our relationships with others around us, but it is found in our relationship with God.  And this truth frees us to begin to have relationships with others that we never thought possible.  The pressure is off‑ we are not depending upon them for our very life's security, but we have a whole new perspective, a freeing perspective.

*And we also begin to have far more security in the world around us as well.  We begin to realize that our real treasures are not found in our bank account or retirement program or house but rather our real treasures are being stored up in heaven.  And what a relief this is to us.  Again, the pressure is off.  We don't have to spend our lives fretting about what is happening on Wall Street, we don't have to worry about what is going to happen to property values.  And amazingly, we find ourselves freed from the bondage of the things around us, and we begin for the very first time to really begin to enjoy the things that God has given to us in this life.  Our security is in God‑ he will provide for all of our needs.  And we find ourselves enjoying all that he gives to us to meet our daily needs.

     3.  And as we realize who we really are and the security that we have in God, what happens to our self‑esteem?  We begin to realize that we are a citizen of heaven.  I mean, it's great to be a citizen of the U.S. of A.  I'm proud to be an American.  But I am much more happy to be a citizen of heaven.  To have God himself as my president.  AND to be related to him as one of his children.  Just think of the esteem that we would have if we were a blood relative to President Bush.   Just think of how our neighbors would look at us differently.  Well, we are blood relatives of the Creator and Sustainer of the universe.  If we have been born again into God’s family through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, we have been bought with the precious blood of our Savior and have been adopted into God’s family as children and joint heirs to all of God’s inheritance with the Lord Jesus Christ himself.  What a different perspective it gives to us in life to realize that we are God’s children.

     You see, the irony of life is that God has designed that all of our basic needs be met in him and him alone.  And this means that we must live our lives according to his word, and that means accepting the apparent paradox that he reveals to us‑ that we might be living right now here below on this earth, but we are also seated above as a citizen of heaven.
     The Christian has a choice of 3 ways to live his life.

a.  He can ignore the truth that God has revealed concerning his true citizenship and live as if this earth were his home.  That’s what Paul was saying when he wrote “many live as enemies of the cross of Christ . . . their mind is on earthly things.”   But if we live this way, we will find ourselves becoming more and more conformed to this world.  And we will continue to struggle in finding our identity, security and self‑esteem in this world.  We will live, but live miserably‑ as righteous Lot who was vexed in his spirit night and day in the city of Sodom.  What way is that to live realizing that we are dwelling below but forgetting that we are seated above.

b.  Or the Christian can accept the truth that he is a citizen of heaven and try to isolate himself from the world.  Many have tried this approach throughout the past 2,000 years.  They have built communes or monasteries trying to wall out the world around them.  They only experience work, education, and life in an isolated, Christian environment.  But ultimately this is not the answer either, for God has placed us on this earth for a purpose.  No, we can't live just according to the truth that we are seated above, forgetting that we are dwelling here below either.  It’s unrealistic.
c.  No, the balanced Christian life is lived dwelling below while seated above, as a sojourner in this world  having our citizenship in heaven, in the words of Jesus Christ‑ in the world but not of the world.  And it is in this paradoxical balance that the Christian finds both personal fulfillment and the joy of being apart in the building of God's eternal kingdom.
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