Saints Under Satan’s Nose

Philippians 4:22 
“SAINTS UNDER SATAN’S NOSE”
(Philippians 4:22)

“All the saints salute you, chiefly they that are of Caesar’s household.”


In the first chapter of his letter to the Philippians, Paul had said, “My bonds in Christ are manifest in all the palace” (Philippians 1:13).  The “bonds” he referred to were the small chains he wore as he waited in Rome, attached by the chains to a Roman soldier.  The word “manifest” means that his imprisonment as a Christian was widely publicized among the Roman guards, in the larger community surrounding the Roman Caesar Nero, and in the entire environment of the city of Rome.  So God was using an evil circumstance in the life of Paul to publicize him and the Gospel he preached.  The word “palace” is actually the Greek word praetorium.  The praetorium was the large living quarters of the large Roman guard that remained in Rome to protect the throne of Caesar.  The word was used for both the place and the military people who lived there.  The Apostle Paul reports that his very imprisonment, which he had at first thought to be most detrimental to his ministry as an apostle and an evangelist, had instead “turned out rather for the advance of the Gospel.”  


In fact, the Gospel had “advanced” so widely due to this circumstance that it had penetrated “Caesar’s household.”  We shall see in this study that that is equivalent to saying that the Gospel was spreading its fragrance “right under Satan’s nose.”  Satan?  Yes, we shall see that the Gospel was perfuming the air with the grace of God “right under Satan’s nose.”  Our text is small, so we can easily look at the main features of Paul’s statement.

I.  A SCRIPTURAL IDENTIFICATION

First, we must be careful to make a scriptural identification of the persons who are highlighted by this text.  “All the saints salute you,” Paul said.  There is a great deal of confusion surrounding the word “saint” today.  Reinhold Niebuhr once remarked that a saint is the wife of a man who thinks he is one!   Niebuhr’s comment was only playful humor, but the abuse of the word “saint” in a great portion of the world of “Christendom” is far from humorous!   Elevating whimsical tradition above the clear teaching of Scripture, one vast religious system has prevented millions of people from seeing the true Biblical meaning of the word “saint.”


Many years ago, there lived in Edinburgh, Scotland, a grocer named James Saint.  A man wrote a letter to him, but mistakenly addressed it to “James Saint, Aberdeen, Scotland.”  The postal service in Aberdeen searched for James Saint there, but could not find him.  They returned the letter to its sender with this notation, “There are no Saints in Aberdeen.  Try Edinburgh.”  This might be called “the case of the missing saint.”  Today’s misunderstanding of the word “saint” might be equally laughable except that the destinies and eternal destination of millions of people may be at stake because of the confusion.


One Roman Catholic writer defined a saint as “a saved soul who has been made famous by exceptional virtue.”  Another said, “A saint, in the strict sense of the word, is one who is in the enjoyment of the beatific vision (a direct vision of God), and has been presented by the Church for public worship of the faithful.”  The Roman Catholic “saint” is recognized and officially designated by the Catholic Church as a saint.  This official church recognition or designation of these “saints” is called “canonization.”  The Roman Catholic process of canonizing a saint is a long and costly one.  A saint is canonized only after a careful investigation that calls for certain qualifications to have been met, including the working of miracles.  As the above quotation indicates, those who are thus canonized by the Catholic Church may be worshiped, and their “works of super-erogation” (works which supposedly produce a surplus of personal merit) may then be credited to the common person who prays to them.  Catholics pray to the saints, not on the ground that the saints can answer their prayer, but on the ground that they can intercede with God for the one praying.  Roman Catholicism especially emphasizes that Christ will not deny anything to his Mother.  It is sadly interesting at the present time to watch the Catholic Church stampeding toward an elevation of Mary to co-equality and co-essentiality with Jesus.  But for millions of “believers,” it will prove to be eternally tragic!


The Catholic worship of saints and relics of the saints (and similar practices) is pure superstition and idolatry.   When Roman Catholics worshipfully call Mary the “Queen of Heaven” and the “Mother of God,” this practice is wickedly idolatrous.  Furthermore, any appeal to these “special saints” to intercede for us is an implicit denial of the sufficiency of the mediatorial work of Christ.  “There is one Mediator between God and man, Himself the Man, Christ Jesus” (I Timothy 2:5).  When I have that One, one is enough!  His work of Atonement and Intercession is perfect and all-sufficient!  To add anything to it is to terribly depreciate Jesus, and to default into the usual religious error of depending on human works for salvation.


Now to the New Testament teaching concerning “saints.”  In the New Testament, believers in Christ are called “saints” 56 times—even when they are carnal and sinful.  In the New Testament, the word is never used in the singular; it is always plural, “saints.”  It is not used to refer to an individual, but to individuals as part of a fellowship of saints.  So the individual isolation of some particular person to recognize his special piety is not supported by the New Testament use of the word “saints.”  


Furthermore, the obvious meaning of the word in the New Testament does not support the Roman Catholic view.  The word “saints” translates the Greek word, hagioi, which is the root form for the word “holy.”  The emphasis of the word is on holiness, to be sure — but it is always on God’s holiness, not the holiness of any man or group of men.  Paul’s greetings to the Corinthians (the carnal Corinthians!) will reveal this.  “To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours” (I Corinthians 1:2).  The word “saint” means “separated, called out, set apart.”  The New Testament meaning is that a saint is a sinful human being who is chosen by God, called out by God, and consecrated to God and His service.  And these terms are used of all believers in Christ, not a mere select few!  To be a saint is not to build your own personal holiness (which no human being can do), but rather to come under the coverage of, and within the realm of, God’s holiness (which every sinful human being must do, if he is to be saved).  A saint is holy, not because of his own purity, but solely because he has been made holy or declared right and righteous by God on the basis of the saving work of Jesus Christ.  James Earl Massey said, “A saint is a God-claimed person whose life shows that claim.”  Every Christian is a saint.  He may be struggling with carnality while trying to face and honor the claims of Christ upon his life, but if he is truly saved, he is a saint.


Think again of I Corinthians 1:2.  “ . . . to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints.”  The first of these two phrases is the key to the meaning of the word.  We are saints because of what has been done for us—“sanctified by Christ Jesus.”  To be “sanctified” means to be set apart to a holiness produced by Christ and not produced through our own effort.  The term is all the more surprising, even startling, even shocking, when we remember who are the recipients of this Corinthian letter.  The Corinthians would be the very last congregation in the New Testament whom we would call “saints” if the word “saints” refers to keeping one’s ways pure.  


Every single chapter in I Corinthians deals with some specific problem of carnality that had developed in the church at Corinth (even the “love chapter,” I Corinthians 13!).  The Corinthian “saints” were marked by



(1)  a very divisive party spirit, the problem of disunity (chapters 1-4);

(2) a serious case in incest in the church, to which the entire Body was being                                              indifferent, the problem of immorality (chapter 5); 

(3) the filing of personal lawsuits against one another over matters which                                              should easily have been settled in the local Body; the problem of 

                       legality (chapter 6); 

(4)  squabbles over the single and the married state, the problem of matrimony                                       (chapter 7); 

(5) the selfish indulgence of questionable morals, thus violating weaker                                                 believers, the problem of Christian liberty (chapter 8-10); 

(6)  the abuse of the Lord’s Supper and public worship, the problem of liturgy                                      (chapter 11); 

(7)  the flagrant abuse of certain spiritual gifts for selfish purposes, the problem                                      of spirituality (chapters 12-14);                                                                               

 (8)  much misunderstanding of the doctrine of the bodily resurrection of Christ                                       and the future bodily resurrection of all believers, the problem of                                                      immorality (chapter 15);  

and by

(9)  abuses of financial stewardship, the problem of liberality (chapter 16).  


And these matters were general and widespread in the entire church, so that Paul said, “You are still carnal” (I Corinthians 3:3).  And yet, these very people are (each and all) referred to as “saints”!  


It is evident that many saints are not very saintly at certain times of their lives.  Then why are they called saints?  The answer is crucial to an understanding of New Testament Christianity.  They are called saints in the New Testament because God views them from the standpoint of the completed work of Christ on their behalf — and not from the present level of their spiritual growth or personal holiness!  God accepted them perfectly at the moment of their trust in Christ and in His completed work on their behalf.  And we should surely thank God that He receives sinners on that basis, because not one (not one — Romans 3:10) of us would have the slightest chance of an eternity with God if the Gospel of His grace and His salvation did not totally cover us.  But the Good News is that it does — it does — totally — cover — even sinners like us (like me)!  Hallelujah!  


So the word “saint” is simply the new name of all redeemed people.  The old name was “sinners” (those identified before God only by sin).  The new name is “saints” (those identified before God only by salvation).  The one difference between a saint and a sinner is the Savior.  The Savior and all of His benefits are absent from the life of a sinner; the Savior and all of His benefits are present in the life of a saint.  


The Philippian saints who read this letter from Paul would be reminded of some clear examples in Philippi.  The first convert to Christ in Philippi (indeed, in Europe) was Lydia, who was a decent and moral sinner one moment, but a saint the next (Acts 16:13-15).  The slave girl who was converted to Christ on the city streets in Philippi was a tormented sinner one moment, a saint the next (Acts 16:16-18).  The Philippian jailer who was dramatically saved in an earthquake-shattered prison in Philippi was at one moment a sinner on the verge of suicide and the next a saint on his way to Heaven (Acts 16:19-34)!  What made the difference?  In each case, the Jesus who was outside of them came into them and instantaneously made each one of them a saint!


Paul demonstrated the all-inclusive scope of sainthood by calling all the Corinthians believers “saints together with all those who everywhere call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (I Corinthians 1:2).  Anybody who narrows sainthood to a restrictive group who supposedly excel in godliness (supposedly, I say), has gone far afield from New Testament teaching.  If you read the epistles of the New Testament, you will discover that their total content is addressed to all the saints, that is, to all Christians, and a substantial portion of each epistle deals with the sins and struggles of these saints.  


One of the great preachers and Bible teachers in America during the early twentieth century was the Chicago pastor, Dr. H. A. Ironside.  During his early ministry, he was traveling by train to the Pacific Coast for a series of Bible conferences.  In his railway car was a party of Catholic nuns, and each day of the long trip by train he spoke to them and they spoke to him.  He would sit reading his Bible, and at times the group of nuns talked with him about spiritual things.  After several conversations, he asked them if any one of them had ever seen a saint.  They all quickly answered in the negative.  Then he asked them if they would like to see a saint.  Their faces brightened as they all agreed that they would very much like to see a saint.  Then he astonished them by saying, “Then let me introduce you to a saint.  I am a saint.  I am saint Harry.”  He then opened his New Testament and showed them its clear teaching about the “saints.”  Harry Ironside was simply echoing the teaching of the New Testament.  By the authority of the Word of God, I or any other true believer in Jesus Christ has as much right to the title of “saint” as did Paul, Peter, or any of the apostles.  And I must add that we have more right to the claim than many of those who have been “canonized” into “sainthood” while depending on their own works (actually, they have no right to claim the word for themselves at all).


So the “saints” mentioned in our text are simply everyday, garden-variety, common Christians who have been truly born again, who love Jesus, who struggle with their own flesh and their own sins, who may at any moment be in a failing condition, but who have been set apart by God unto Himself and everything that Life With Him means.  

II.  A STRANGE LOCATION


Second, we note the strange location of these saints.  They are identified as “the saints . . . of Caesar’s household.”  That is about the last place in the world where anyone would have expected to find Christians.  


These saints are identified by their association with a certain person.  The “Caesar” in the text was the Roman Emperor Nero, the last and the worst of the Roman emperors.  Nero had exhausted the catalogue of crime.  He poisoned his stepbrother Britannicus.  He divorced, banished and then slew his wife Octavia.  He kicked to death the slave paramour who had become his empress.  “He bathed his body in unguents and his soul in lust,” wrote one historian.  Rome was accustomed to hearing of immorality and crime, but the excesses and vices of Nero astonished even Rome.  


One secular historian said, “Nero far surpassed other Roman Emperors in infamy.  He concentrated enough inhumanity and pollution in his person to have darkened a widespread atmosphere around himself.  He expended more ingenuity in contriving new modes of dishonoring humanity than most Christians have in serving it.”  His murder of his own mother, wife, and son was motivated by the desire to protect his place on the imperial throne.  He was the renowned arch-persecutor of Christians.  He burned the city of Rome, and tried to throw the suspicion of his deed onto Christians.  He tortured his Christian subjects by unheard-of torments, sewing them up in animal skins and casting them out to be devoured by dogs and wild beasts.  He even had some Christians crucified.  Others were smeared with pitch, impaled upon sharp spikes in the imperial gardens, and set on fire to illumine the gardens.  Is it not obvious that Nero was the archenemy of Christians?  This was the “Caesar” Paul was referring to in our text.  The “saints” in the text are identified by their association with the sadistic Roman Emperor Nero.  


These saints are also identified by their association with a certain place.  “The saints of Caesar’s household salute you.”  This term does not mean that they were the Caesar’s family members, but rather that they were slaves and servants in his household community.  


Nero’s household—what an unlikely place to find Christians!  Not only were the lives of these Christians in constant danger, but there was enough pagan revelry and sensual carnival in the palace area to choke the faith of any newborn believer and to threaten that of even the most mature Christian.  These Christians had everything to gain by being 100 per cent Romans and Caesarites, and everything to lose by being Christians.  Yet they are Christians even in this most forbidding atmosphere.  They put principle above policy.  They put love for God above love for life.  They put Christ above Caesar.    


Out of this strange combination of place and people comes a gigantic principle: Christian character and conduct may be independent of location and circumstance, however evil they may be.  After all, Joseph kept his life pure even in the pagan and impure atmosphere of Egypt.  Daniel maintained his prayer life and purity of conduct while serving in the pagan courts of four Babylonian rulers.  Obadiah kept his conscience even in the house of Ahab.  Nehemiah maintained his convictions and character even in the Persian palace. Character may be independent of atmosphere!  

Just today, I reread the parable of the good and bad figs recorded in the brief twenty-fourth chapter of Jeremiah.  “One basket had very good figs, even like the figs that are first ripe: and the other basket had very bad figs, which could not be eaten, they were so bad” (verse 2).  The remainder of the chapter is used to explain this picture.  The good figs represented the Jews who had been taken captive to Babylon, while the spoiled figs represented the Jews who had remained in their homeland.  Babylon was the evil place, while Judah was the good place.  But strangely, the rotten figs were in the “good” place, while the good figs were in the “rotten” place!  So we have the same picture in the parable that we see in our text.  Babylon with all of its environmental evils could not corrupt the captive Jews who were taken there.  The actual grace on the inside of them was greater than the atmospheric guilt on the outside!  Their souls were pure though their surroundings were perverted.  But the situation was exactly the reverse with the Judean Jews, the Jews who remained in their homeland; their hearts were perverted while living in an environment that should have promoted purity.  You see, the battle for purity is won or lost within ourselves.  Jesus said, “The prince of this world cometh, and hath nothing in me” (John 14:30).  Satan brought the spark of temptation to Jesus, but there was nothing in His character that could be ignited by it.  Babylon may leave me unstained if my walk with God insulates me against its contamination, and Judea can become my deepest hell if my heart is impure.  Saints can have victory even in Caesar’s household if they will steadily abide in Christ.


There were saints in Caesar’s household—and there were sinners in the Garden of Paradise!  Satan and the angels who followed him fell from the perfect atmosphere of Heaven! But Jesus withstood the full onslaughts of Satan and temptation in a desolate wilderness!    


While acknowledging the corruption of the atmosphere of the city of Sardis, Jesus said to the saints there, “Thou hast a few names even in Sardis which have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with me in white: for they are worthy” (Revelation 3:4).  You may be forced to live in some atmosphere worse than that of Caesar’s household, worse than wicked and licentious Sardis, but you can still be “blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom you shine as lights in the world, holding forth the Word of life” (Philippians 2:15).  


 
Sadly, many Christians today are like chameleons.  Chameleons, as you know, change their color to match their environment.  This is a defense mechanism (as it is with Christians, as well) for self-protection, but self-protection is not a Christian discipline.  A little boy was playing with a chameleon one day.  He put it on a brown rock, and it matched the color of the rock.  Then he put it on a leaf, and it turned green.  He repeated these actions several time, and each time there was the same result.  Then he boldly put the chameleon on a friend’s plaid shirt—and the chameleon had a nervous breakdown!  There are far too many chameleon Christians today.  They can’t be transformed to the likeness of Christ because they have allowed themselves to be conformed to the world around them.  



Paul seems almost to have saved the best until last when he conveyed greetings to the Philippian Christians, “especially they that are of Caesar’s household.”  One commentator says that the word translated “especially” means “most of all” or “above all.”  All that Nero was, all that Nero did, and all that Nero stood for, failed to discourage these saints from standing for Christ.  They were “in the world, but not of it,” as Jesus had prayed that His followers would be.  Caesar’s household may have been the realm of their living, but it did not supply the roots and resources of their lives.  “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world”—and these saints were proving it.  


May I address a personal question to you, dear saint of God?  Are you changing your surroundings, or are your surroundings changing you?  Are you a spiritual thermostat or a spiritual thermometer?  Do you merely register the moral climate around you, or do you regulate it by your firm, loving stand for Christ?  God will so fortify a Spirit-filled saint from within, that he will not only withstand the evil pressure from without, but he will even establish beachheads for Gospel advance where he is.  Our “interior climate” of trust and devotion should not be influenced by the “exterior climate” of trial and destitution.  A beautiful lily may grow and bloom right out of a dismal swamp.  “The best place for light is darkness.”  A candle is wasted in bright sunshine, but it may illuminate an entire room if the room is dark.


The great Scottish preacher, John Henry Jowett, commented on this truth with his usual penetrating insight when he said, “God’s Book says that ‘He maketh grass to grow upon the mountains’ (Psalm 147:8).  What a wonder, that the tender thing is growing on the cold and inhospitable heights!  If we had found it in the sheltered valley where the dews are heavy and drenching, and where the harsh wind is softened to a wooing caress, it would have awakened little or no interest.  But to find it growing ‘upon the mountains,’ on the very playground of the storm, in the very teeth of contending blasts—that is the marvel which fascinates us.  Even so, God seems to delight in rearing His spiritual beauties in the most difficult and unlikely places, yea, in the very midst of blasphemy and desolation. He has a peculiar joy in exhibiting His saints in Caesar’s household.  It seems as though God’s plants can laugh at circumstances, that they can sink strange roots right through their immediate setting, and reach such marvelous resources that their inhospitable environment counts for nothing.  So let us address ourselves to mountain-work or wilderness-work with a courageous and singing spirit.  Let us put our best into the worse.  If it is mountain-work, He will use us to grow His grass there.  If it is wilderness-work, He will produce ‘springs in the desert’ through our efforts.”      

III.  A SIMPLE EXPLANATION AND A STRONG EXHORTATION


Finally, let me close this study with a simple explanation and a strong exhortation. The simple explanation is that human beings do their main living within, and it is the glory of the Christian Gospel that it offers all the necessary resources for victorious inner living.  The old Puritans called it “living inly,” a strange expression which reveals that they had caught the secret.  A Christian will never have the outward vocation of influence and power that he should have, unless he has an inward victory of daily devotion and discipline that governs all that he is and does.  If those “saints in Caesar’s household” were to survive and serve, they would have to practice vital fellowship corporately with each other and vital fellowship personally with God.  Paul puts them on display in his closing greeting, which means that they were doing both.  


The strong exhortation: Dear Christian, give far more attention to what is happening in you than to what is happening to you.  If you live rooted deeply in Christ by faith, if you live from your elevated position in Christ in the heavenlies, you will carry your own climate of peace and power though severe storms may be raging around you.  Then, as George Fox said, you will probably “light up the countryside for miles around.”


Some years ago, after I had seen a National Geographic television special, a friend and I researched “the European water spider.” The small creature unwittingly gave to the two of us a great illustration on the Christian life.  The European water spider has a tail that is disproportionately large in comparison to the rest of its body.  It uses its tail like a beaver does.  It swims on the surface of the water, raises its tail, and slaps it down on the surface of the water.  When it does so, a thin web-like sac gathers air and expands on its back.  It looks like a thin balloon inflated and attached to the spider’s back.  Then the spider descends beneath the water, disconnects the sac from its body, and re-attaches it to some stationary object below the water.  Then it moves into the air bubble inside the sac, and lives there until the air supply is depleted.  When it needs more air, it carries the sac back to the surface and repeats the procedure again.  


What a picture of a Christian!  Though he lives in a threatening atmosphere, he can carry the resources from his heavenly position with him.  Thus, he can happily survive and serve in the world that needs him most.  Like John on the Isle of Patmos, he may be surrounded by a hostile environment and hopeless people, but if he will live “in the Spirit” as John did (Revelation 1:10), the world will be blessed by his visions and his victory until the end of time.  Christian, stay faithful even if you live right under Satan’s nose!  It will gain the attention of those without God, the appreciation of the people of God, and God Himself will make note of it in His Record Book!  
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