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"Whom will you imitate?" 
 

Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live 
according to the pattern we gave you.  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.  But our 
citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the 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.  

Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how 
you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!  (Philippians 3:17-4:1) 

 
In 1993 basketball star Charles Barkley appeared in a Nike TV commercial in which he 
declared, “I am not a role model.”  Barkley argued that children shouldn’t look up to 
basketball players and famous athletes as role models—that just because someone could 
dunk a basketball didn’t mean that kids should think of them as an example.  His commercial 
stirred up some arguments.  Some people agreed with Barkley and declared that children 
should look to parents and others as role models rather than celebrities, while others argued 
that Barkley was a role model—whether he wanted to be or not—and therefore had a 
responsibility to act like one. 
 
Paul asks us to consider the question today of who our role models are.  Will it be those who 
live as he once did?  Or will it be those who live “as enemies of the cross of Christ”?  Will it be 
those who think only about earthly things or those who know that their real home is in 
heaven?   
 
I. Look around—and find the right example of godly living 
Listen again to Paul’s words as he asks us to think about whom we will imitate:  Join with 
others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the 
pattern we gave you. 
 
Christianity is a “faith”.  It’s a belief and confession of trust in the person and work of Jesus 
Christ—that he is God, that he suffered and died for sins and and that he rose from the 
dead--the truths we recite in the creed.    By faith or trust in these truths, and ONLY by faith, 
we receive the benefits of what Jesus did—forgiveness, peace with God and the promise of 
life to come.   
 
But Christianity but when we say Christianity is a "faith" we don't mean that it's merely an 
intellectual exercise!  It is a lifestyle to be lived.  It’s about following Jesus in both faith and 



life.    Those who refuse to follow him become his enemies and miss out on the benefit and 
grace that Jesus came to bring. 
 
So Paul says, “Take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.”  “Join with 
others in following my example.”  Probably very few or none of the Philippian Christians had 
ever met Jesus in person.  But they had met Paul in person.  They had his example of what it 
means to live as a Christian.  And Paul says, look around and you will see others who follow 
my example, who “live according to the pattern we gave you.” 
 
What was that pattern?  What does it mean to live as a Christian?  Paul had talked about 
earlier in this same letter.  “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit...Each of you 
should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.”  “Do 
everything without complaining or arguing.”  “In humility consider others ahead of 
yourselves.”  (Philippians 2:3,4,14)  The Christian life is about a way of treating other people, 
a way of speaking words of kindness.  It’s a life of contentment and thankfulness rather than 
a life of complaining and envy.  It's a life of purity.  Above all, it is a life of prayer, of humble 
trust in God for what we need, of hearing his Word and declaring the praises of Jesus Christ, 
giving him all glory for salvation. 
 
Whom can you imitate?  Paul was confident that the Philippians would find role models 
within their congregation.  Was there a Christian in your life, perhaps one now in heaven, 
whom you strive to imitate?  Or maybe we should turn the question around and ask:  can you 
live in such a way that, like Paul, you can be a model for other Christians to emulate? 
 
It’s a daunting task.   We feel unworthy of such a calling—and we should because we are 
unworthy!  But the Savior who died to pay for your sins is also a Savior who will strengthen 
you to live for him, as you hear his Word.   Look for an example of a Christian life to follow.  
Be an example of a Christian life for others to follow.  Because otherwise they will follow a 
different kind of example, a different kind of role model...the kind of role model that Paul 
warned against: 
 
“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.  “ 
 
What makes someone an enemy of the cross of Christ?  (notice that he doesn’t just say 
enemies of Christ, but of the cross of Christ)  One way someone can be an enemy of the 
cross of Christ is if they don’t trust in that cross completely for salvation!  There were such 
people in Paul’s day.  Their “god was their stomach” because they thought they could earn 
salvation by following the old laws about avoiding unclean foods and other “earthly things”, 
outward rituals—rather than trusting in Jesus alone.  Paul still says to you: watch out for 
anyone who thinks that salvation comes through your own activity! 
 



But there’s another way that someone can be an enemy of the cross of Christ.  Jesus 
commanded every Christian, “Take up your cross and follow me.”  But there are those who 
do not want to follow the cross.  Their god is their stomach because they want to serve their 
own appetites for money, sex, or power.  They may pay lip service to being a Christian.  But 
finally their real focus is not on Christ but on achieving their own earthly goals and serving 
their own self interest.  They are unwilling to make the sacrifices that are necessary to put 
Christ first, to hear his Word faithfully and obey his commands.  Again Paul urges us:  watch 
out for them!  He says, “Their destiny is destruction”—and the implication is clear: if you 
follow those “role models”, that will be your destiny as well! 
 
II. Look ahead—and eagerly await the changes Jesus will bring 
Instead of following them, Paul says, remember who you really are.  Remember what it is 
and who it is that you are waiting for.  “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await 
a Savior from there, the 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.”  
 
“Our citizenship is in heaven.”  This is not your home country.  You are like a worker in a 
foreign country, sent here to labor for a time, but never under any illusion that this is our 
permanent home.  Sometimes you hear people say that they wish immigrants to our country 
would more rapidly accommodate themselves to American culture or language.  But for you 
and me Paul says to do just the opposite.  Don’t accommodate yourself to the customs and 
habits of this world!  For this is not your real home.  You are a citizen of heaven!   Your home 
is with Jesus Christ, and he is coming back for you—yes, he is coming soon. 
 
And then what happens?   You heard the promise.  He will transform our bodies to be like 
his.  Here we serve in lowliness, here we struggle with sickness and pain, here we suffer 
under the thumb of a hostile world.  But that will change.  Oh, how it will change!  Jesus will 
transform us, even our bodies, to live a glorious new sort of life, a very different sort of life 
from the struggle we go through now.    
 
Isn’t that thought really the key to our Christian walk through life?  We can afford to bypass 
earthly riches because we have heavenly treasures ahead.  We can afford to deny sinful 
pleasures because we have heavenly ones promised to us.  We can smile in our griefs 
because our goodbyes are not forever.  We can face death with confidence because we 
have a Savior who is stronger.  “By the power that enables him to bring everything under his 
control, he will transform us.”  Yes, that’s your destiny in Jesus Christ—and don’t you ever, 
ever forget it! 
 
Conclusion 
You heard Jesus lamenting in our Gospel reading today, “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, how often I 
have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but 
you were not willing!”  In the same way, when Paul saw that many live as enemies of the 
cross of Christ, he said that he was telling them this with tears in his eyes!  The fact that 



many people are led astray by pride or by temptation to end up throwing away this 
incredible, eternal grace that Christ died to win them—that puts tears in our eyes too, 
especially when we can see it happening around us.  We have a God who wants all people to 
be saved, and we want them to be saved too.   
 
But we dare not imitate them.  Because we belong with Christ in heaven, by his grace and 
the power he will show when he raises us from the dead.  Find those who know this, who 
believe it and who live that faith in their everyday lives, and follow their example.  Rejoice in 
their fellowship.  Encourage them and let them encourage you as you wait for your Savior’s 
coming. 
 
“Our citizenship is in heaven,” thanks to the cross of Jesus Christ.  Live like those who know 
where their true home lies!  Amen. 
 
 
 


