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1. Years ago I figured out why I could never be a world-class football player. Now, size and 

talent could be an issue. But mostly, I have always valued health over winning. See, one 
time when my Dad and I were playing catch, the baseball bounced—and hit me in the nose.  
So, since I was 6 years old, I’ve had this thing about various balls—I don’t like to suffer 
pain in the process of catching them, kicking them, hitting them or running with them!  

  
 -The cool thing about living in the 21st century is that it is the perfect place for chickens like 

me! Today, you can have almost any experience--and not have to risk your nose, your 
head, your bones or your life.   It's called virtual reality. Just plug in the machine, hook 
yourself up--and you can do almost anything--risk free! 

 
 -And there’s something for everyone!  You can even go on a virtual roller-coaster ride and 

get virtually sick!  Bunge-jumping is a form of virtual death!  You can have the adrenaline 
rush of falling off a bridge without the sudden impact at the bottom. 

 
 -The word virtual is defined by Webster as, being in essence or effect, but not in fact.   

Kinda like it, but...not really.  It looks like it and even feels like it--but it's not real.   
 

a. I suppose virtual reality is pretty harmless when it comes to games and flight 
simulators, but when it gets into the wrong arena, it can rob you of living life                 
first hand. This morning, I want to get into something that is potentially messy and 
offensive. For lack of a better term, I'm going to call it being a virtual follower of 
Jesus. Cosmetic Christianity. Spectator faith. Christianity Lite—with all the taste,  

 but fewer calories. Surface-dancing with God. 
 

b. Now, why would anyone ever opt for this kind of faith in the single most important 
arena of life?  Well, it's simple. It's why I would opt for virtual football: Fear.  Fear of 
the pricetag--the loss of control, money, time--maybe friends. The fear of suffering or 
inconvenience. 

 
-But Jesus didn't give his life for us to be virtual followers. He died a very real death 
and placed His Spirit in us to make us His partners! And the truth is that there 
nothing significant or satisfying or honorable about virtual Christ-following. 
   
-Jesus calls us to live life first hand! If you want higher ground—that’s where          
it is, and it’s the only form of following Jesus that is both life-changing and world-
changing. That’s what I want—and I think it’s what you want. This is how Paul    
puts it: 
 
Above all, you must live as citizens of heaven, conducting yourselves in a 
manner worthy of the Good News about Christ. Then, whether I come and see 
you again or only hear about you, I will know that you are standing together 
with one spirit and one purpose, fighting together for the faith, which is the 
Good News. Don’t be intimidated in any way by your enemies.  
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This will be a sign to them that they are going to be destroyed, but that you 
are going to be saved, even by God himself. For you have been given not only 
the privilege of trusting in Christ but also the privilege of suffering for him.    
We are in this struggle together. You have seen my struggle in the past, and 
you know that I am still in the midst of it. (Philippians 1:27-30 NLT) 
 

2. For those of you who are catching up, let me give you a little bit of historical background 
here on this passage. In 60 A.D., the Roman Empire ran the world. To be a Roman             
citizen was to be free—and to have a first class pass to almost anything. Philippi, a city in 
Macedonia, had been made a Roman military outpost by Caesar Augustus. This instantly 
made the people of Philippi Roman citizens and made them a significant part of the Roman 
war machine. 

   
-They became the Fort Bragg of the Roman Empire--a bunch of flag-waving patriots.  
Anyone know of another country, filled with flag-waving patriots who think their country is 
the only country in the world worth living in?  It's Canada!  Right? 
 
a. The phrase, conduct yourselves comes from the Greek word, politueo, and literally 

means, live as a good, worthy citizens. These people lived Macedonia—but knew 
that they needed to be good citizens of Rome. But Paul speaks of another nation or 
country as we talked about a few weeks ago. Another loyalty. It's to Heaven--or the 
rule of God—Yahweh our Banner, our Flag.  It’s a new country—a kingdom—but 
the real estate is in our hearts.  He makes this even clearer in Philippians 3: 

 
But we are citizens of heaven, where the Lord Jesus Christ lives. And we are 
eagerly waiting for him to return as our Savior. (Philippians 3:20 NLT) 

 
b. Who do  you think the Roman patriots worshipped?  It was an insane emperor--Nero!   

Worship or die!  His favorite titles of worship were Lord and Savior. Have you ever 
wondered why Paul talked so often in his letters about OUR Lord and Savior, Jesus 
Christ.  The loyalty between Jesus and Nero, the Roman Emperor were on a 
collision course!   
 
-So, Paul draws the line in the sand.  He says, "You are going to have to decide 
where your real loyalty lies....Come on--figure it out.  Where is your true citizenship?" 
You could call this primary allegiance and secondary allegiance.   
 
-Let me explain it like this. If you’re married, your spouse gets your primary 
allegiance. Your children get your secondary allegiance. You love them and would 
give your life for them—but your primary allegiance is to your spouse.   
 
-Jesus said, A man shall leave his father and mother and be united with his wife. 
The word that describes a person’s relationship with their parents is leave; the word 
that describes a person’s relationship with their spouse is cleave—be united with.  
Isaac and Rebekah flipped this—and it blew up their family. 
   
-Paul is saying to them—and to us: Your citizenships  are bound to conflict with 
each other.  And when they do, you're going to feel pressure--maybe fear. And 
because of that, you will be tempted to cave in rather than face suffering! 
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3. Let me get more specific about this other citizenship that Paul is talking about--because 
it's critical to understand it. Here’s the question: What does it mean to have your citizenship 
in Heaven? 

 
-Remember how Jesus talked about the new order of life He was bringing in with his life and 
death?  He talked about the kingdom of God.  Because of the imagery surrounding 
kingdoms, we’ve talked about this invisible realm of power and leadership as a new nation, 
a new country.  This is a nation—but without a chunk of real estate—it’s about loyalty.  
 
-I’m actually an illustration of this; like many of you—and most of the GTA--I was born 
outside of Canada. Just walk around downtown, and you’ll see that people’s accents, 
food—and sometimes how they dress reflects their country of origin—secondary loyalty.   
But their primary loyalty is to Canada.  Paul says to another church in a similar 
predicament: 
 

 The Father… has enabled you to share in the inheritance that belongs to his people, 
who live in the light. For he has rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and 
transferred us into the Kingdom of his dear Son, who purchased our freedom and 
forgave our sins. (Colossians 1:12-14 NLT) 

 
a. This new nation is a nation that never ends. God is in charge of it—and there’s no 

corruption, no lying, no misuse of power. The King, the President, the Prime Ministry 
runs the universe! To honour Him, we voluntarily place ourselves under his complete 
and total leadership. Jesus Christ becomes our King. When push comes to shove, 
He calls the shots—not the news, Instagram or opinions of our friends. Our primary 
loyalty is to Jesus; everything else is 2nd.   

 
b. The implications are profound—because everyone is asked to engage—not just    

get an OHIP card and pay taxes. In several N.T. passages, we are called a 
kingdom/nation of priests. Let me explain that.  

  
-Before Jesus Christ came, the only persons who could be ministers, contact God, 
make offerings—do anything--were priests. But by His death, Jesus made a way for 
us to be adopted as Children of God, and to come to him any time, like kids would 
come to their Dad.  And because of Christ, the Spirit Himself--the very Spirit who 
empowered Jesus for his ministry--now lives in us!   
 
-Do you see it? Everyone gets to be a priest!  Everyone can come to God on 
their own, intercede for others. Everyone gets to be a player on God’s team.  
The whole spiritual hierarchy is gone. 
 
-For example, do know who God has called to reach Toronto with the Good News    
of Jesus?  By honoring Him, showing compassion, showing grace—that is, the 
goodness of God to those who don’t deserve it—and by giving our lives away, in 
September, 2020? You and me! We are partners; we are ministers; we are priests; 
we are citizens of Heaven.  It's just that some live it and some surface dance with it. 
 

c. I’m guessing you’ve noticed that there’s an official party line here in the GTA and 
most of North America, right?  The party line is that pretty much anything goes—that 
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there’s no such thing as absolute truth. The official position is that every claim 
Jesus made about himself as way, truth and life is not true.  

 
-The core difference is that we believe we don’t judge God and cherry pick what    
we want out of his value system; He stands in judgment on the who value system    
of our culture—a value system that, to be honest, is a joke. The problem is that the 
guardians of that value system will vote you off the island if you tamper with it or 
oppose it.  
  
*We live in a culture that prides itself on being a mosaic of many truths; to say that 
Jesus is God—and he came to make a way for everyone to come to God will be seen 
as being intolerant.  
  
*We live in a culture that has put its blessing on almost any sexual arrangement.  
When we say that sex outside of a marriage between a man and a woman is sinful 
and destructive—we will be seen as ridiculously narrow.   
 
*But I don’t think the external pressures are the hardest ones to deal with; I think it’s 
the internal pressures.  Basically, it’s about how we use our time and money and 
what we live for. Jesus calls us to love and serve Him—and love and serve others, 
to be Good News in a world of mostly bad news.  Our culture officially believes in 
charities—but encourages us mostly use our time and resources on ourselves.  
And there will be both internal and external conflict. Count on it. 
 

 4. Now, does anyone have any idea what the single greatest enemy in our culture is to 
everything I've said above--about who we are, and the partnership we've been called to by 
putting our faith in Jesus?  I could be wrong, but I think it’s consumerism. 

  
 Consumerism in 21st century North America has been honed to a fine art. We are expert 

shoppers--and we have almost an infinite variety to choose from. In most developed 
countries like Canada, consumers are treated with god-like status. And all they have to  

 do is…consume to get platinum status!   
 
 -And sometimes consumerism gets dragged right into the core of God’s new nation, 

represented by us -  the church. In this mindset, Jesus is the manufacturer of spiritual 
goods, the church is the shopping mall outlet, and we are the customers who consume 
God-products made possible by the servanthood of others. And that totally contradicts 
everything Jesus said and lived for. 

 
a. Now, this attitude is extremely subtle--so let me use an analogy to clarify it.           

You could compare it to the difference between a restaurant and a family. 
 

*When we go into a restaurant, we expect a certain level of service, don't we?   
We become connoisseurs of fine dining.  We expect that we'll have a good seat 
—after all, crowding is not good in a COVID19 world!   
 
*We expect that other people's children will not disrupt our meal. Even at Swiss 
Chalet we expect…a certain ambiance. And we expect that when we grouse about 
something and snap our fingers, someone will quickly take care of it.   
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*And we may go to the restaurant often--weekly. They may even get to know us--
call us by our first name. Our only responsibility is to order from the menu, pay the 
bill, and tip the waiter. That's it. 
 
*If the hours are changed or anything challenges our ego or becomes inconvenient 
for us we get huffy--and we may not go back.  As consumers, we have a right to let 
them know whether or not their service meets our standards.  If our meal isn't cooked 
to our specifications, or not in proportion to what we expect--we snap our fingers and 
send it back. 
 
*And, of course, if you've been a long-time customer--you get preferential treatment.  
But there are no real obligations to stay.  In fact, almost anything can be a cause to 
go to another restaurant.  Almost any reason will do. 
 

b. Families and restaurants have some similarities—but are very different. Food is 
served in both. People complain to the cook in both. Sometimes you get your  

 favorite table in both. But in a family--the service is worse. When you snap your 
fingers, no one runs to get you a napkin or a new fork. At least not in my family. 
When you complain, they don't recook the food or refund your money.You may  

 even get it the next night! 
 

*A family is very different, isn't it?  Kids are guests for a while--but they eventually 
are asked to help out.  Grace becomes the operative word.  Sharing of the work load.  
There are times when you may not like the people at the table--but you stay.  
 
*Families teach responsibility; change your character, hold you accountable--
restaurants don't.  But then restaurants don't give you a place to sleep, show grace 
when you can't pay, love you unconditionally, or heal you when your life collapses, 
either--do they? 
 

c. Now please hear me out.  The Church—gatherings of people who belong to Jesus  
 is not a restaurant—even though we’re offering take-out these days! The church  
 of Jesus is a family. That's the analogy the Bible uses.  People who belong to Jesus 

are called the family of God, not the restaurant of God, or the God-club.  It's a 
place where everyone is intended to share in the mission of spreading Good News 
and caring for others—not just dropping in for a meal.  

  
-It's a place where everyone is respected--not just the customers who give a big tips.  
We are not only priests on behalf of God; we are not only partners with Jesus Christ 
in his mission on this planet; we are servants--people who serve others on Christ's 
behalf. That’s Higher Ground. 
 
-Jesus made this astounding statement, and I paraphrase:  If the Creator and Lord 
of all is a servant--why would we think we're exempt? 
 

4. So, how do you see yourself?  Where is your primary allegiance?  Is it to Jesus--the King 
of this new, very different nation? Or is it to you—or some lesser god?  Have you ever 
committed yourself to be a partner, or do you see yourself basically as a customer? 
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 -See, this is a key question--because if your primary allegiance is to this culture and its 
values--including being the ultimate consumer--when tough decisions come, you'll wimp out.  
You'll cave in. 

 
-When someone comes and pokes their finger in your determination to serve Jesus Christ, 
you'll deflate.  When opportunities come to truly make a difference in this world--you'll miss 
them.  That's not what you want, is it? 
 
a. Paul says here that living a life worthy of the Gospel has to do with standing 

together with one spirit and one purpose, fighting together…to get your own 
way? NO! …for the faith, which is the Good News. 

  
-The Greek word behind worthy implies weight—as in a set of scales.  On one side 
is grace, forgiveness and the mission of Jesus in this world—paid for in blood.    
Included in that side are all the people who, over the years, have given their lives 
away for Jesus’ sake—and served Him and others.   
 
-On the other side is my life. Your life. The troubling question for me is, Ken, does 
your life have any weight to it? Will what I'm living for make any lasting impression 
on this world? 
   

b. Know what God wants for us?  He wants us to live as authentic followers of Jesus--
not virtual followers.  He wants us to experience real power, not vicarious power.  
He wants us to really get out on the playing field, not just wear Jerseys, hold the TV 
remote and be armchair quarterbacks.  

  
-He wants us to live it out!--LIVE THIS LIFE FIRST-HAND!  That's where the joy is; 
that's where the exhilaration is.  That's where the life is.  So, how about it?  Are you 
in?  Are you part of the team?  Or are you just watching the game? 
 

6. In the light of the fact that the Kingdom of God and all the other kingdoms in this world 
system will inevitably collide, Paul tells us something that I don’t want to hear and that you 
don't want to hear.  He says… “Expect suffering!” Paul makes it sound like it’s an honor!   
 
For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ but also the 
privilege of suffering for him. We are in this struggle together. (Philippians 1:29 NLT) 
  
-Now that's  weird, isn't it.  God gives us the gift of life—and also gives us the gift of 
suffering!  He goes on to say: “You watched me suffer when I was with you—and now 
it’s been introduced into your lives.” 
 
a. You remember the story, right?  He rescued a girl from the horror of a demon that 

had given her the power to tell fortunes—but taken over her life and personality.  
When she couldn’t make money for her boss, he had Paul and Silas beaten with 
rods—and thrown into prison. Paul says, "You saw it—now you're going through it.” 
And it is a gift from God."  Strange word for suffering. 

 
b. In our culture, one of the biggest motivating factors in people's lives is the avoidance 

of pain.  That's actually a good thing. Pain is usually the sign that something's 
wrong--it's the idiot light on the dashboard of our lives. Many times we don't correct 
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our marriages until we’re in pain!  Sometimes we act like real jerks until we feel the 
pain of rejection. Sometimes we eat the wrong foods, or drink the wrong things until 
we feel pain. 

 
-But pain avoidance can be a much bigger problem than pain. See, many times pain 
comes before pleasure.  For example childbirth--and raising children creates 
intense pain. You can avoid it, but you may miss out on one of the most amazing 
experiences of life. 
 
-Marriage brings pain. A university education brings pain.  Becoming and staying fit 
causes pain. Going to the dentist creates pain. Hearing the truth causes pain. The 
truth is that suffering is not necessarily a bad thing.  Peter tells us that suffering gives 
us a chance to grow.   
 
So be truly glad. There is wonderful joy ahead, even though you must endure 
many trials for a little while. These trials will show that your faith is genuine.    
It is being tested as fire tests and purifies gold—though your faith is far more 
precious than mere gold. So when your faith remains strong through many 
trials, it will bring you much praise and glory and honour on the day when 
Jesus Christ is revealed to the whole world. (1 Peter 1:6-7 NLT) 
 

c. Ever heard the saying, No pain, no gain? It's true. When you think about it, there is 
nothing in this world and in the world to come worth having that comes without 
discomfort, inconvenience, controversy and struggle.  You write that down--
because it's true. 

 
-If you're going to do well in education, it will be a struggle. If you're going to raise 
decent, loving, respectful kids--it's a struggle. If you're going to maintain decent 
health, it will be a struggle. 
 
-Know why this has to happen with our faith?  Because we have to decide what 
counts—and what doesn’t. See, you and I feel strongly about lots of things. But the 
truth is that you and I can't die on every mountain. We have to choose.  Choose 
between better--and best.  Choose whether we're just gonna float downstream in the 
world system--or stand for something. Base our lives on the latest news story—or on 
what Jesus said. 
  
-And we have to choose whether money, success and popularity are the only things 
worth giving our lives to—or whether partnering with Jesus in His mission holds 
ultimate worth--to the point of suffering! This is what separates the consumers 
from the players—and the point where our hearts are changed.  
 

d. It's not just suffering for suffering's sake.  You don't go out and look for it.  But it will 
come.  Why?  Because the world system is ultimately backed by the prince of 
darkness—and he hates Jesus is opposes what He is up to in redeeming the world.  
That's why Paul says we are put in the position of: 

 
…Striving together as one for the faith of the gospel without being frightened 
in any way by those who oppose you.  (Philippians 1:27-28 NIV) 
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-He tells the church in Ephesus that our fight is not against flesh and blood--that we 
are engaged  in a colossal, invisible, spiritual all-out war for the souls of men and 
women.  It's a battle for your soul, for your allegiance. 
 
-Now, let me tell you the good news about suffering. The secret is that the word 
grace goes both ways. Suffering is not only a gift from God--to test and purify our 
lives and our faith. God gives us the gift of grace—supernatural power way beyond 
our own to stand up, do what is right, make it through difficulty, and find amazing joy 
and hope in the process!   
 
-That sounds way out there--but do the research. Research the Bible. Do some 
research on heroes--both in the faith and outside the faith—and you will find that they 
find huge pleasure in doing what is right—even if they take flak for it. And God gives 
this amazing power to make it through. That's why Paul says at the end of this book, 
I can do ALL things through Christ who gives me strength! 
 

7. Now, there's something I need to say in closing--something that you and I need to 
understand correctly.  It’s this; the truth about life is that it involves suffering. It just does.  
Everyone suffers in some way. 

 
 -If you have children, you will suffer. If you don’t—you will suffer. If you choose to live  
 a morally pure life, you will suffer; and if you live a morally loose lifestyle, you will suffer.   
 If you want to do well at your career, you’ll struggle; if you choose mediocrity and cheat 

around the edges at work, you will suffer.   
 

-If you rent a home, you will suffer, if you buy a home, you will suffer; if you live on the 
streets you will suffer.  When your kids leave home, you will suffer.  If they choose to stay 
home indefinitely, you will suffer. 
 

 -Even if you choose to live a life of avoiding pain, controversy, difficulty and hassle--you will 
experience suffering.  It will be the pain of dying at the age of 30--while your body lives on to 
the age of 80. Because, you see, when you're old and toothless—sitting in a care home 
waiting for the dinner bell to ring, you’ll experience the agony of, Why didn't I LIVE when  

 I had the chance! 
 

The question is not “Will you suffer”; the question is, “Where will you do your suffering?”  
 
a. I want you to imagine a football team coming off the playing field after participating in 

the Superbowl. All of them are dirty, sweating and exhausted. Some are scraped and 
brush-burned from the Astroturf.  Some are badly bruised and limping.  

  
-So, you shove a mike  into the mix and ask, "Tell me. You're in pretty rough shape.  
You're exhausted.  Don't you wish you'd have stayed in the stands--as opposed to 
getting beaten up on the field like that?" 
 
-What do you think the answer would be? I mean, after all, it's more comfortable in 
the stands.  There are no 300 pound bruisers trying to do serious bodily damage to 
you.  You can buy hot dogs and caramel corn and pizza and beer in the stands.  
In the stands, you don't get messy and sweaty. If you feel like leaving you can leave.  
If it's raining, you can put up an umbrella. 
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b. I can’t imagine a single player who would trade the field for the stands.  See, that's 
what they were made for.  That's what they've worked all their lives for.  They live to 
be out there!  Nothing compares with being in the game!  Besides, you don't get paid 
for being in the stands! 

 
8. The Olive Branch is not a restaurant!  When we founded the this church in 2003, we made  
 it clear that we are a mission! And…we are a family.  Right now, as a family, we are facing 

the challenges of COVID19—and it’s impact on even being together. But our gatherings, no 
matter how big or small they are—are where we as a family combine our lives, gifts, talents, 
resources and dreams to serve each other. And then we partner together to continue the 
mission  Jesus started by giving his life. What are you going to do about that? Are you a 
partner or are you a consumer? 

 
a. This morning, as your pastor and as your friend, I want to challenge you to live out 

your faith first hand!  To experience both the pain--and the exhilaration of living out 
your calling, as a partner, called to live out Jesus’ love and be Good News where 
you are. Called to live a life that is worthy of the Gospel that has changed your heart.  
These are disruptive, scary times—but don’t let fear stop you!  

 
b. That's our inheritance. That's our heritage. That's our mission--and the souls of our 

world hang in the balance. That, my friends, is what life is about. And when you’re 
suffering—paying the price--remember, all the grace and power of Heaven is 
behind you! 

 


