Living in the Light of Heaven
Colossians 3:1-4 from the series, “Heaven is My Home”
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If you’ve completed all the “Where is Waldo?” books or lean toward the artsy side of discovery that a good word search cannot satisfy, maybe you’ve taken interest in the Single Image Random Dot Stereogram, otherwise known as 3D art. These multi-colored, multi-patterned, depth perception images don’t even need those nerdy cardboard and cellophane glasses. Just position your eyes appropriately and a colorful pattern on the page will explode into a 3D image of Abraham Lincoln or a dolphin or the New York skyline appearing out of nowhere.


Whether it’s seeing a 3D image, finishing a mystery novel, or conquering a crossword puzzle, we thrive in the thrill of discovery. Have you noticed, however, that this seek-and-find discovery fiber of our being gives us great satisfaction when it comes to watching a sporting event to the end or troubleshooting a problem with the computer but great stress when it comes to the real serious stuff in life? Who of us appreciates the mysterious nature of our company position rumored to be eliminated anytime within the next year, or the clueless answer from a doctor, “We’re doing more tests but we still don’t know what it is”? Even deeper mystery clouds our understanding of something even more serious, and that’s heaven. We believers know heaven exists. We know that we’re going to live there eternally after we die. Our heavenly destiny is crystal clear to our faith. But how that heavenly destiny makes a difference not only for our eternal life but for this earthly life is just sometimes difficult to see. How can it be that we’re destined for heaven and yet heaven seems so distant and earth’s problems seem like balls and chains? And why does a God who can reach down through the clouds and pluck us into heavenly glory at any moment not do that sooner rather than later? If  heaven is my home then why aren’t we there yet? Oh, child of God, listen to the explanation offered in Colossians chapter 3 today about Living in the Light of Heaven.
A heavenly salvation

If you’re looking for a way to get through the week or escape a terrible mistake or get rid of guilt or address a difficult problem then you’re seeking salvation, which according to Webster means, “deliverance from danger or difficulty.” You’ll find that deliverance, some say, by gaining more information about what to do – knowledge is power. Or you’ll find that deliverance by rearranging your day-to-day priorities and shuffling what’s most important to the top of the deck then working vigorously to achieve it. In short, if you know all the right things and do all the right things then everything will be okay – you’ll eliminate dangers and difficulties.  

Oh, really?  Ask King Solomon if being the wisest man ever and working the hardest possible to succeed guarantees a meaningful life on this earth. “Meaningless!” he cries over and over. “What does a man get for all the toil and anxious striving with which he labors under the sun? All his days his work is pain and grief; even at night his mind does not rest. This too is meaningless” (Ecclesiastes 2:21-23). Deliverance from danger or difficulty, along with meaningful happiness that all is well, will never be discovered in earthly things.  But we earthly beings still insist that we’ll find them there.    

We make earthly gods and bow down to them in place of our true God. Some worship the god of anger and offer sacrifices to him in the form of harsh words erupting too quickly to be taken back. Some worship the god of filthy language and spew forth polluted, poisonous words from the same lips that praise Jesus on Sunday. Some worship the god of greed by burying themselves in debt with instant gratification. Some worship the god of sexual immorality not only by giving in to impure thoughts but arranging for such filth to fill them with pleasure when no one’s looking.  “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires, and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these the wrath of God is coming” (Colossians 3:5,6).   

We first discover that our salvation is not found in earthly things, and we next discover that when we seek it there we find only the wrath of God. The wrath of God that brings pain, suffering, death and hell – sooner or later – against those who seek their salvation from this earth. That is why God allows us to experience earthly things, to discover that our salvation is not in them. This discovery can be painful, but its product is a heavenly salvation when we turn away from earthly things and set our hearts on things above. “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all,” the Bible says. “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:17,18).
A heavenly self

In the movie, Castaway, Tom Hanks stars as the sole survivor of a plane crash who washes up on an uninhabited tropical island. While the hope of rescue grows dimmer, his drive to keep on living day after day remains strong because he’s able to look at a picture of his fiancée. Their connection inspires him to live, and soon to brave the ocean’s fury in an attempt to be rescued and see her again. He is who he is because of her. He does what he does because of her. Who are you? Where do you find your meaning? What are you to do in this life not just to survive but to make your existence meaningful? How can you find the inner strength to do it? The answer is found in your heavenly self.   

Here, in the first verses of Colossians 3, the Bible helps us relate what we believe to how we live. The very makeup of who we are and the very meaning of what we can contribute to this world can be found in these words: “your life is now hidden with Christ in God.” Is God playing hide-and-seek games? No. He simply makes our real meaning and makeup non-existent in the things of this world – “earthly things” – and instead “hidden with Christ in God.” So we say with the prophet Isaiah ,“Truly you are a God who hides himself, O God and Savior of Israel,” (Isaiah 45:15).  That’s because God created human beings incapable of reaching our Creator with our own power. He gave us minds that cannot comprehend him with our own thinking. And he put us on an earth that cannot fix our problems no matter how advanced our technology.
You will not find your salvation and you will not find yourself in a bottle, a self-help seminar, or a salary increase – earthly things.  Earthly things focus on glory and power and if they accomplish anything it’s only temporary. You will find your salvation and you will find yourself in things above, heavenly things. Things above focus on what appears to be weak and foolish so that we might rest our confidence and competence not on ourselves but on God. Things above accomplish everything, and it’s eternal. “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.”  

A millionaire businessmen with many waiting heirs to his wealth died. His children and grandchildren gathered at the hospital and after a quick and easy grief session asked each other, “How much did he leave us? How much did he leave?” The family pastor, on his way in the door, heard their great concern and quipped, “I’m pretty sure he left everything.” Jesus Christ died, rose, and ascended into heaven; he now sits at the right hand of God, which isn’t a placement in one spot but a way of saying he has a position of authority and power, like saying, “He’s in the driver’s seat.” And how much has Christ left us? Everything. We have a living Savior who gives us everything he did, everything he earned, everything he prepared, and waits for the day when he can finally give us the culmination of everything: “When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in heavenly glory.”
Where do we find that “everything?” Not in earthly things, but in things above. Not in being chosen for the soccer team or not chosen for the department promotion, but in being chosen in eternity to be child of God by grace. Not in how many friends we have or how many people we don’t have in our e-mail address book but in how many angels God sends to deliver us from evil. Not in home improvement projects but in heart improvement that comes by studying God’s Word. Not in winning at Bingo or losing the chess championship, but in our victory over the grave. Not in finally finding a relationship with someone decent or not finding that future spouse, but in the relationship we have with Jesus. Not in a successful life of climbing the social order or unsuccessfully falling down the corporate ladder, but in the sacrificial life of Jesus Christ, with whom we died and rose again that sin may have no power over us. We are Living in the Light of Heaven. 

“May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ,” Paul says, “through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Galatians 6:14). A dead man doesn’t need any earthly things; if you bury the dead millionaire previously mentioned in his best business suit and laptop computer, he still won’t be making any more business deals. Brothers and sisters in Christ, by our baptism we died! We no longer depend on earthly things. We no longer belong to our earthly nature. We have been raised with Christ. We see things from a different perspective. We live with power and authority over death and sin. We say “no” to temptation. We say “not interested” to Satan. We sing “alleluia” to praise our Savior God. We sing “Amen” to confidently affirm to each other our boldness of faith and courage for living the Christian life. When struggling with sin we don’t just rearrange our priorities, like a good exterminator we eliminate the evil and put it to death! When striving to live the life of our new self, we don’t just pursue it as improvement but we experience it as those being renewed in the image of God.

We do this because we start from the end and work backwards from there. We know and believe that heaven is our destiny, our goal, the finish line, and so we say with Paul, “I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:14). 

I have a book at home filled with Single Image Random Dot Stereograms but I look at them and don’t see anything but multi-colored multi-patterns. The instructions tell me to diverge my eyes (that’s kind of like crossing them but different) and aim my focus at a point beyond the image while looking at the image. Say what? We have lives filled not with images but with reality, with needs, with questions, with longings for fulfillment, with failures and fun. Lots of patterns, lots of colors, lots of sizes. But don’t look right at them. Diverge your eyes from whatever is earthly, look beyond them to “things above” and you’ll experience a whole new dimension. That’s Living in the Light of Heaven. Amen.
