A Colony Of Heaven On Earth

Philippians 3:20-21

“A COLONY OF HEAVEN ON EARTH”





(Philippians 3:20-21)


“For our conversation is in heaven; from whence we look for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ: Who shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself.”


“We are citizens of the state (commonwealth, homeland) which is in heaven, and from it also we earnestly and patiently await (the coming of) the Lord Jesus Christ, the Messiah, (as) Savior, Who will transform and fashion anew the body of our humiliation to conform to and be like the body of His glory and majesty, by exerting that power which enables Him even to subject everything to Himself.”  (Amplified Bible translation)


“We are a colony of heaven on earth.”  (Verse 20a, Moffatt translation)


The Apostle Paul used a striking figure of speech in writing to the Christians in Philippi.  The city had a Greek name in honor of one of the great citizens of the area, Philip of Macedon, the father of Alexander the Great.  However, the city had been founded by the Roman government through a special grant of land to military veterans who had served out an honorable period of enlistment in the Roman army.  They were settled on land in this locality as a Roman colony.  This served two purposes.  It provided a reward for long and faithful service to the Roman Empire.  And it established in this barbarian region a community that was thoroughly disciplined and inspired by the ideals of Roman life.  It served as a demonstration and a training ground for Roman citizenship.  


The word translated “conversation” in the King James Version, and “citizenship,” “commonwealth,” and “homeland” in other translations, is a word rich in spiritual meaning to a Christian.  The Greek word is politeuma, from which we derive such words as “politics,” “politician,” and “policeman.”  Probably the most basic meaning is in our English word “citizenship.”  The Revised Standard Version translated it “commonwealth.”  Let me paraphrase the twentieth verse so we can begin to see its full meaning: “We (Christians) have our home in heaven, and here on earth we are a colony of heaven’s citizens.”  


As Americans, we have only to look back to our early colonial history to see the high meaning of a colony.  A visit to Pilgrim Hall, Plymouth, Massachusetts, will reveal the English heritage that formed our national background.  All the pieces of furniture and household equipment brought by the pilgrims to Plymouth speak of the English homeland.  These men and women did not come to the wilderness to live like slum dwellers or savages, to drop their national heritage and “go native.”  No, they carried England with them.  In like manner, our text tells us that we are a colony of heaven while we are living in this earthly wilderness.  






I.  A DEFINITION


Let’s begin with a definition.  Just what is a colony?  What does it mean to say that a fellowship of Christians is “a colony of heaven on earth?”  We can take our frame of reference from the fact that Philippi was a Roman colony.  A Roman colony was an outpost, an extension, a small reproduction of the Imperial City of Rome itself.  A Roman colony was “a little bit of Rome away from Rome.”  Philippi was a miniature Rome far out on the barbarian frontier in distant Macedonia.  


Every American should have the privilege (and education) of foreign travel.  It has been my personal privilege to travel overseas over one hundred times.  And every American who travels outside the United States should take the opportunity, if possible, to visit the American Embassy in the country he is visiting.  There he would see a tiny picture of the life of a colony on foreign soil.  In the American Embassy, American furniture fills the place, American foods are usually eaten, American portraits and pictures are on the walls, American customs and culture are depicted, and American law prevails.  It is veritably a little bit of America away from America!  


Paul was writing to Roman citizens in a Roman colony in a distant place who were, in spite of the distance, directly related to Rome.  In fact, there is specific Biblical history that formed part of the background for using this word in this letter.  It was at Philippi that Paul first used his right of Roman citizenship (see Acts 16:22-39).  Thereafter, he again and again found his Roman citizenship to be a sure protection.  After Paul’s “Sermon on the Stairs” in Acts 22, he escaped a public scourging by his claim of Roman citizenship.  The chief captain of the Roman troops said, “With a great sum I obtained this freedom,” but Paul was in a position to say, “But I was freeborn.”  In Philippi, this right belonged to every born citizen.  Throughout the Roman Empire in those days, it was a thing of enormous pride to be a Roman citizen, as well as a thing of great privilege and protection.  So these people could quickly begin to accurately interpret Paul’s words, “We are a colony of heaven on earth.”  


Of all people, Christians should know how important their citizenship is.  When an American travels to a foreign country, it is essential to keep his “official documents” near at hand at all times.  It is essential to have a passport that proves his citizenship.  I carry a passport and two copies of the identification pages at different places on my person and in my luggage.  Some years ago, I read Edward Everett Hale’s poignant story entitled, “The Man Without a Country,” the story of poor Philip Nolan, who committed a crime of treason against the United States.  When he was tried and condemned, he cried out in frustration before the judge, “I wish I may never hear of the United States again!”  He was granted his wish.  He was placed on board a ship, and from that time on, “he was almost never permitted to go on shore again, even though the vessel lay in port for months.”  For more than half a century, he was a “man without a country.”  


In contrast, the Christian is a freeborn citizen of Heaven, and his name has been written in the census roll of the city, “the book of life” (Philippians 4:3).  When the name of Jesus is written by grace on your heart on earth, your name is written down in Heaven (Luke 10:20).  The Greek verb translated “written” there is in the perfect tense, which means that it is indelibly inscribed in the book of life and cannot be erased.  When you were born again, “your name was once-for-all written in heaven and it stands forever written” there.  It is as if God had said, “What I have written, I have written.”  I am a citizen of heaven, and can never lose my franchise.  Do I have a suitable appreciation of what that means?


Let’s remind ourselves again of the great contrast between what we were outside of Christ and what we are in Christ.  “At that time you were without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope, and without God in the world.”  What an accumulation of horrible descriptive phrases to reveal the non-Christian’s experience and expectation!  This is Ephesians 2:12; now listen to verses 13 and 19: “But now, in Christ Jesus, you who once were far off are made near by the blood of Christ.... Now therefore you are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints, and of the household of God.”  


The state of Georgia was colonized by a group of English prisoners freed by General James Oglethorp.  Most of the men were thieves and debtors who were wasting away in jail.  Oglethorp secured their release, transported them to the new world, and when they stepped off the boat, he gave them tools and put them to work building a new colony in America.  The experience of these men is not unlike our own.  We were all sinners condemned to die, imprisoned by guilt, bad habits and confusion.  We lived in darkness.  Then came Jesus, our Oglethorp.  At great Personal expense on the cross Jesus has led us to a new life in the Spirit.  And as we step from our prison cells of sin the Holy Spirit hands us some tools and commissions us to serve Christ’s church.  We are then transported to that outpost, that colony of Heaven on earth, where we are to happily live and serve the rest of our days.  What a destiny!  What a challenge!


Rome was known by the Romans as “the eternal city,” but she had no right to that title.  If you don’t believe that, pay a visit to the Roman Forum in the capitol city of the empire and see its broken ruins today!  Only one city is “eternal” — the City of God, Heaven itself!  


So what does Paul mean when he calls a fellowship of believers “a colony of heaven on earth”?  That fellowship is to be an outpost, an extension, a small reproduction of heaven right here in the community where it exists on earth.  It is to be a patch of heaven on earth to make earth more like heaven.



The prototype of this “colony concept and colony citizenship” is, of course, Jesus Himself.  In John 3:13, He called Himself “He that came down from Heaven, even the Son of Man Who is in Heaven.”  He testified that His citizenship in His Father’s Capitol City remained unimpaired, and that residence for more than thirty years on earth did not naturalize Him as a citizen of earth.  


Several years ago, a California pastor named Jack Hayford wrote a book entitled The Visitor.  It is a book about the incarnation of God in Christ, and the great “visit” He paid us here on earth.  Four times over in the Gospels the Lord’s life on earth is described as a visit.  All the time He was here on earth, He was still a citizen of Heaven.  At birth, He was placed in a borrowed manger.  During His life, He borrowed a pillow whereon to rest His head.  He died on a borrowed cross, and His body was deposited in a borrowed grave.  Whereas John 8:53 tells us that “every man went unto His own house,” the next verse tells us, as if in stark contrast, that “Jesus went unto the Mount of Olives.”  Throughout His life, He was a pilgrim and foreigner on earth — as all of His followers are also to be.  Someone saw this truth clearly, and wrote, “The Christian is not a person who stands on earth and looks up to Heaven, but one who lives in Heaven and looks down upon earth.”  This is taught clearly in the “living in the heavenlies” passages of the Book of Ephesians.


Some years ago, the English-speaking literary world was shocked by the resounding Christian conversion of the renowned British columnist, Malcolm Muggeridge, who was world famous for his caustic wit as editor of Punch.  Later, Muggeridge wrote a brilliant spiritual autobiography entitled Jesus Rediscovered.  In this work, Muggeridge exposed the realization he had come to during the previous ten years of his life that despite all the shortcomings of organized religion, Jesus Christ and the Gospels have incredible meaning for each man’s life.  Here is some of his testimony: “The sense of being a stranger, which first came to me at the very beginning of my life, I have never quite lost, however engulfed I might be at particular times . . . and circumstances, in earthly pursuits — whether through cupidity, vanity, or sensuality, three iron gates that isolate us in the tiny dark dungeon of our ego.  For me there has always been — and I count it the greatest of all blessings — a window never finally blacked out, a light never finally blacked out.  The only ultimate disaster that can befall us, I have come to realize, is to feel ourselves to be at home here on earth.  As long as we are aliens, we cannot forget our true homeland, which is that other Kingdom Christ proclaimed.”  The italics in this quote are mine. What a brilliant explanation of our text!  You see, this world has a characteristic spirit and aura of its own.  Worldliness is the common bond of citizenship in it.  But there is another commonwealth, not of this world (John 18:36), which inspires its members with an entirely different tone of life.  Because they have been born into its citizenship, they “seek the things above where Christ sits at the right hand of God” (Colossians 3:1).  


In a sermon, the great Scots preacher, John Henry Jowett, used this meaningful illustration.  Many English ships once carried a second compass, fixed on a higher part of the ship than the first.  For these ships sailed into waters where strange, magnetic currents prevailed, which pervert the accuracy of the compass, and render its guidance perilously delusive.  And so the captain directs his course by the compass that is set above the disturbing currents, and he reaches his desired haven.  Paul saw his loyalty as belonging to Heaven, and sought his guidance in “the heavenly places,” and he refused to conform his conduct to the perverted fashions of the world.  


Citizens of Philippi thought of Rome as their native land to which they belonged, in whose census records they were enrolled, whose dress they wore, whose language they spoke, by whose laws there were governed, whose protection they enjoyed, and whose emperor they worshiped as their savior.  In a sense far more sublime and real these Christians dwelling in Philippi must realize that their homeland or commonwealth has its fixed location in Heaven.  It was heaven that gave them birth, for they are “born from above” (John 3:3).  Their names are inscribed on Heaven’s register.  Their lives are being governed from Heaven and in accordance with heavenly standards.  Their rights are secured in Heaven.  Their interests are being promoted there.  To Heaven their thoughts and prayers ascend and their hopes aspire.  Many of their former earthly fellow-citizens are there even now, and they themselves, the citizens of the heavenly kingdom who are still on earth, will follow shortly.  They have received the earnest of their inheritance while on earth, and the full inheritance awaits them in Heaven.  Their heavenly residence is being prepared even now.  Jerusalem that is above is their mother (Galatians 4:26).  They are fellow-citizens with the saints and of the household of God (Ephesians 2:19).  While still here on earth, “they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one; Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared for them a city” (Hebrews 11:16).  Above all, their Head dwells in Heaven, and they are members of His Body.  So they are infinitely close to Heaven while remaining here on earth.  


This is what Paul had in mind when he wrote, “we are a colony of Heaven on earth.”  May God open our minds and hearts and direct our feet as we seek to understand and live by this truth!






II.  DIRECTIONS


If the reader would read the book of Philippians through the lens of this text, he would find some specific practical directions for applying this great truth to his life and his world.  The Peterson paraphrase says, “There are many out there taking other paths, choosing other goals, and trying to get you to go along with them… But there’s far more to life for us.  We’re citizens of high heaven!”

Question: What does that “far more to life” include?  How will this truth influence and change our lives?  The better question would be, How can it fail to change us?

When we begin to realize that “we are a colony of heaven on earth,” we also realize that we must maintain constant and direct relations with our Capitol City.  We must force ourselves to realize that the alternative to “calling home” on a regular basis will be criminal revolt and secession in the colony.  In time, the colony will be treated as a colony in revolt, and we will become miserably independent of the Home Office.  


What is our responsibility?  It is to keep the sense and practice of our citizenship up-to-date.  It is to study our “citizenship papers” regularly.  It is to read the Constitution of our mother city as often as we can.  It is to keep contact with our Emperor’s mind through the “hotline” of connection between our hearts and His Office.  And it is to discuss together with other fellow-citizens as often as possible the policies of the home city.  If I may borrow from Pilgrim’s Progress, each Christian should daily climb Mount Perspective, fit the Telescope of Faith to the Eye of Vision, and Behold the Gates and Streets of our Homeland.  Then, we should use the Spiritual Zoom-in Lens and behold the Person of our Emperor, the Lord Jesus Christ.  If you want to know why, study II Corinthians 3:18 carefully.  


Then we will realize that we must defend and advance the interests of our home government on foreign soil.  Philippi was a frontier city, surrounded by barbarians, and it maintained constant watch and was ready for anything.  The words “represent,” “negotiate,” “defend,” “suffer” and “fight” were well-used words in the Philippian vocabulary, and they should be well-worn words in the Christian vocabulary as well.  It is our responsibility as Christians to be “armed” with a tough mind and a tender heart.  We must learn how to stand on the authority of our homeland against any enemy who may oppose us.  And we must regularly declare the great truths that made us a colony to begin with.  What high adventure!  We are endangered pioneers in a pagan land.  We are frontiersmen in a foreign, faithless land. However, we must never become heartless because of the odds against us.  With proper battle strategy and deployment of troops and resources, the battle can be turned in our favor at any time.


 So life does indeed hold “far more to us” than mere selfish indulgence or comfortable living.  We are charged by our Commander to “live in such a way that we are a credit to the Message of Christ” (Phil. 1:27, Peterson paraphrase).  The King James Version reveals the connection between that verse (1:27) and our text: “Only let your conversation (that’s our word, politeuma, “citizenship”) be as it becometh the Gospel of Christ . . . stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the Gospel.”  The words “stand fast” show the defensive side of our warfare.  We are to hold our ground and repel all assaults of the enemy.  And the words “striving together” reveal the offensive side of our warfare.  In fact, the Greek word is “sunathlountes.” This is the word from which we get our word, “athlete,” and it is here coupled with the preposition “sun,” which means “together with.”  So it shows Christians as a highly disciplined, competitive team, involved in a heavy struggle “in the faith of the Gospel,” always seeking to advance the cause of Christ in enemy territory.     


Third, we will realize that every fellowship of Christians is to be a demonstration center for heavenly citizenship, just as a Roman colony was to be a demonstration center for Roman citizenship.  A Roman colony was a “Rome in miniature,” and a fellowship of Christians should be a “Heaven in miniature.”  Each Roman citizen in Philippi was to live a “Roman life” — a Rome-centered, Rome-revealing life — out on that distant frontier.  And each Christian, a citizen of Heaven, is to live a “Heaven life” — a Heaven-centered, Heaven-revealing life — in this careless and corrupt world.  Christians are to live together in an ever-increasing experience of the reality of Heaven.  Every fellowship of believers should be a showcase for heavenly citizenship, to cause non-Christians to want to become citizens of Heaven. 


The country toward which we travel ought to be recognizable by the life we live.  It ought to be evident that we are citizens of the heavenly kingdom by the very gait with which we move about our common affairs.  We ought to carry our very climate about with us, as we move in the stifling or chilling atmosphere of the world.  We should be like the Dutch lady who came out of a Chicago hotel carrying an umbrella.  Somebody taunted her, saying, “Why the umbrella? It isn’t raining!”  She retorted with a triumphant smile, “It’s raining in Amsterdam!”  She carried her climate from her homeland; indeed, she viewed herself as creating her own climate in a foreign land!  People should breathe differently (more freely) when Christians are near.  Hearts and consciences should awake as though they sensed the incoming clear air of another land displacing the polluted atmosphere of this world.  And there should be a freshness and buoyancy in our demeanor which proclaims to all men that we are perfectly enjoying the franchise and privileges of the City of God!  We should have the air about us that we are heirs of Another World.  


If the fellowship of believers (if each believer) could but abide faithfully by these few directions, the fetid atmosphere of the lowlands of earth would begin to be displaced by the rarified purity of the air of Mount Zion, and life for many would become Heaven on earth.






III.  DEDUCTIONS


When Paul introduces the Coming of the Lord into our text, he also draws some conclusions that should reasonably follow that truth.  He makes some reasonable deductions.  Let me mention several of them.


Since Jesus is coming, we may conclude that there will also be a coming reconstruction of our bodies.  “Our citizenship is in heaven; from whence also we look for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ: who shall change our vile body (literally, the body of our humiliation), that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself.”  Read these verses again several times before you go further.  They carry a great cargo of truths about the transformation that is coming for each believer.  


Note the term, “we look for,” or “we wait for.”  This is a compound word, made of the combination of three smaller words.  The words are: “receive,” “from,” and “out of.”  What a strange combination!  We are going to “receive” Jesus “from” and “out of” Heaven.  And the One we are anticipating is “the Savior,” One Who is continually doing a work of salvation in us and among us (and He still has a lot of saving to do in each of us!).  Here He is given the full title, “the Lord Jesus Christ,” to remind us of His full dignity and ability.


What will happen to us when He comes?  There are two key words that show what we may expect.  One is the word “change,” and the other is the word “fashioned.”  The word “change” is from the root word, “schema,” while the word “fashioned” is from the root word, “morphe.”  These two words were used in Philippians 2:6-8 concerning the Incarnation of Christ.  There, they are translated “form” and “fashion.”  Let me again try to explain the difference between the two words.  Paul says, “He will change the body of our humble state (the body we now live in), and will fashion it into the likeness of Christ’s glorious body.”  The word “change” (“schema” in Greek) means that, in a sense, the change will be somewhat superficial.  My identity and essence as the same human being will not change.  I will still be I, and you will still be you — and we will be fully recognizable to each other.  So the change will be a change of “incidentals,” not a change of identity.

So what is the nature of the change that will occur in me when Jesus comes?  The word “morphe” (translated “fashioned” here) is the key word.  This word refers to a change of constitution, a change of nature.  Remember that the model for the change is the body of Jesus.  My coming body will be “fashioned like unto His glorious body.”  This phrase refers to His body as He resumed it in the resurrection, and carried it up to Heaven in the ascension.  The body of Jesus was the same body before and after His resurrection — and yet quite different!  It was recognizable, but restructured so that He could function differently.  My body will be like that when Jesus comes.  It will be restructured and redesigned so that it will function like the body of Jesus Christ after His resurrection.  Thus, my body will have abilities and capacities then that it does not presently have.  Presumably this means that I will not be limited in going through walls as He did or traveling at great speeds and distances.  I John 3:2 says, “Beloved, now are we the children of God, and it has not yet appeared as to what we shall be.  But we know that, when He shall appear, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.”  


Paul not only answers the question, “What”, but also the question, “How.”  It will take place “by the exertion of the power Jesus has even to subdue all things to Himself.”  What a statement of Christ’s authority and ability!  And this is the means whereby He will change us when He comes.


Medical science now tells us that the human body totally replaces and replenishes its physical structure, its molecular and cellular structure, every three years.  Every three years!  Do you realize what this means?  Let me use myself as an example.  If I may accept this judgment of medical science, then I have already lived in 22 different bodies, and am presently living in Number Twenty-three.  And all of this without reincarnation!  By the way, I heard of a Church of Reincarnation that sings as its invitation every Sunday, “Just As I Was”!  And their motto is, “You can’t take it with you, so leave it where you can find it when you come back.”  The belief in human reincarnation is comically tragic!


Let me state Paul’s affirmation again.  When Jesus comes, there will be a reconstruction of the body of believers to fit that body for eternal residence and relationships in Heaven.  


Let me draw a second deduction from the truth of the Second Coming.  If we have a proper anticipation of His Coming, there will be changed relationships among believers on earth.  Disregard the chapter division in your Bible for a moment and see the connection between Philippians 3:20-21 and Philippians 4:1.  Give special attention to the word “therefore” which opens the next verse.  “Therefore, my brethren dearly beloved and longed for, my joy and crown, so stand fast in the Lord, my dearly beloved.”  Note the deep and affectionate relational terms that are used here.  I need to stay in verses like this until my relationships with brothers and sisters in Christ are conformed to this shape.  What an evaluation of others!  What an encouragement of others!  


How do I regularly evaluate other people?  At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Eickenmeyer and Osterheld Manufacturing Company of New York employed an immigrant electrical engineer from Germany named Charles P. Steinmetz.  In the laboratory of this small company, this brilliant, hunchbacked man accomplished some of the greatest of breakthroughs in the electrical field.  General Electric Company decided that they desperately needed Steinmetz’ genius.  They tried to hire him, but he turned down their offer, remaining loyal to the small company that had hired him.  The offer was greatly enlarged financially, but he still refused.  General Electric then decided that it had but one option.  They bought Eickenmeyer and Osterheld — to get one man!  Friends, God paid for a world — to get you!  Isaiah 60:22 says, “A little one shall become a thousand, and a small one shall become a strong nation.”  What evaluation do I give to the one person who shakes hands with me and says, “Hello,” today?  What encouragement do I offer him “in the Lord”?


If our anticipation of the Coming of the Lord were as intense as that of the early church, the expectation would change our relationships with other people.  


A third deduction based on the Coming of the Lord.  If we “loved His appearing,” there would be continual removal of social and sinful blights in the colony of Heaven on earth.  Look at Philippians 4:2.  “I beseech Euodias, and beseech Syntyche, that they be of the same mind in the Lord.”  Apparently, there was a feud brewing in the Woman’s Missionary Society in the church of Philippi.  Note the tender word, “beseech.”  And note that Paul repeats it, using it before each sister’s name.  Paul treated the situation very tenderly and very delicately, with no favoritism or discrimination toward either one.  This allows us to see how we should guard all relationships among the colonists and seek to prevent social and sinful rifts in the fellowship.  


Let me mention one other deduction that may be drawn from the truth of the Second Coming of Christ.  In anticipation of His Coming, there should be constant rejoicing over our blessings in the colony.  Philippians 4:4 says, “Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, Rejoice.”  Someone will always reply, “But you don’t know my circumstances.”  Dear friend, look closely at the circumstances of Paul when he wrote these words.  No one ever went through such trials as he experienced.  He was shipwrecked, beaten several times within an inch of death, stoned and left for dead — and this is only a tiny part of the list (II Corinthians 11:23-29).  Paul’s letter to the Philippians was written from a Roman prison, where he was chained to a battle-hardened Roman soldier (see Philippians 1:13).  However, this letter is perhaps the most joyful document ever written!  Some nineteen times he used some form of the word, “joy.”  


We are not told to rejoice in our temporal prosperity, or in our place in this world, or in anything the world has to give.  Somewhere I heard the story of a king who was miserable.  A wise man of the realm said to him, “If you want to be happy, find and wear the shirt of the happiest man in your kingdom.”  So he sent out a large band of searchers to find that man.  They were ordered to bring his shirt back to the king.  When they returned, one reported, “Sire, we have found the happiest man in the realm.  But he does not have a shirt!”  Rejoice in the Lord, not in anything else!


If our anticipation of the Lord’s Return to the colony were at proper level, we would constantly rejoice over the blessings He gives us.  So here is a sampling of the conclusions we should draw in light of the Coming of the Lord.    






 IV.  A DANGER

We cannot leave this great theme without warning of an ever-present danger.  Though the names of Christians have been finally and forever written in the “book of life,” it is possible for a colony of such people to lose its franchise.  It is possible for a church to have its “candlestick removed” (see Revelation 1:20, Revelation 2:1, and Revelation 2:5).  Read these references carefully and cautiously.  


One of the great, dark mysteries of early American history is the puzzle of the “lost colony” of Roanoke Island.  In 1587, the controversial Englishman, Sir Walter Raleigh, planted a British colony on Roanoke Island off the North Carolina coast.  Because of severe winter and wilderness conditions, a relief expedition went back to England to secure supplies and reinforcements, and did not get back to the colony until 1591.  However, when they returned, they could not find even the slightest trace that the colony had ever existed.  It had simply disappeared, as if into thin air!  To this day, its disappearance remains an unsolved mystery.  Even so, a company of Christians may become a lost colony — if they forget their high calling as “a colony of Heaven on earth.”  Many a church, which could have had the stamp of Heaven’s credentials upon it, has instead settled down to lifeless and listless maintenance of the institution and “a form of godliness, but without the power thereof.  


Remember the seven churches of Asia (Revelation 2 and 3).  Founded by the Apostles, and solidly based on the Gospel of Christ and faith in Him, they dissipated into the winds and disappeared in the graveyard of the centuries.  Today, the lands where they once existed are largely (some of them, almost totally) unevangelized.  It is not a mystery as to why they disappeared; read the accounts in Revelation two and three.  But it is a puzzle!  With such a Savior, such a destiny, such a calling, such resources, and such possibilities, what happened?  They simply curled their attention back upon themselves, became comfortable, and descended into oblivion.  Beware of the colonial danger, Christian!  





            V.  A DELIGHT


We close our study by observing the great delight which was promised the colony.  “We are a colony of Heaven on earth — and we look to Heaven for the Return of the Savior, Who shall change the bodies of our humble state, and transform them into the likeness of His glorified body, according to the power by which He can subdue all things to Himself.”  Ah, so one day, every colony of Heaven on earth will become a lost colony!  Suddenly lost to earth, suddenly gained to Heaven!  What does this mean?  There are abundant shades of truth and twists of content in these verses which throw great light on the future and final life of the Christian in eternity.  


The text contains an explicit reference to the glorious return of Christ.  And it forces us to examine it in the same illustrative way we have viewed believers — as “the colony of Heaven on earth.”  What a thrill it would be if it were announced to the Philippian Roman citizens that the Roman Emperor, the Caesar, was planning to pay them a visit on a certain date.  Most of them had never been to Rome, but by all kinds of evidences and connections, they had faithfully aligned themselves with Rome in steadfast loyalty.  The Christian has never been to Heaven, and has never seen Christ, but by all kinds of evidences and connections, he has faithfully aligned himself with Jesus in steadfast loyalty.  The Manual of Citizenship, the Manual of Colony Operations, contains a promise, a promise that is repeated over three hundred times on its pages.  One day, the Colony Of Heaven On Earth is going to receive a Personal Visit from Heaven’s Emperor!


Ever since He was here, he has been sending token treasures, Heaven’s gifts, to the outposts that represent His Name.  The Love-gifts have been indescribably precious, especially since we receive them in an impoverished land, but they are poor when compared with the Lover Himself!  The Emperor’s treasures are wonderful, but the Emperor Himself will be far more wonderful!  The faithful Christian can sing with unfaltering tongue, “Whom have I in heaven but Thee, and there is none on earth that I desire beside Thee” (Psalm 73:25).  After all, we are only willing and able to be a colony of Heaven on earth because of Christ.  What a day it will be when the Emperor comes to the colony!  



Have you ever wondered why the early church was such a power for God, and today’s church usually limps along at a poor dying rate?  What was the secret of their glorious victory?  I’m sure than answer cannot be simplified into one statement, but I’m sure that we can give one statement that provides a big part of the answer.  It is evident from the New Testament that one of the greatest secrets of their success (and for our failure) is found in their great expectancy.  Let a man tell me what he hopes for, what he works for, what he dreams of, what he looks forward to, and he will show me the exact character and nature of his life.  Recently, I read Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations, which is the story of the refinement of false expectations.  But the Christian enterprise is entirely based on the domination of Christians by the true expectations.  Satan will do anything — anything -- to reduce these expectations.  He will dilute the truth of Christ’s Return by offering a thousand speculative doctrinal variations of it, he will absorb Christians with a thousand petty earthly interests, he will dull us through temptation and sin, he will divide us through petty arguments, etc., etc.  He will say, “Where is the proof of His Coming?  Two thousand years have passed, and things continue essentially as they have always been.”


Friends, our Lord came the first time after a long, long delay. When Eve’s first son, Cain, was born, she apparently thought he was the promised seed, the Deliverer who was to come from God.  How disappointed she must have been when Cain turned out to be a murderer!  Yet, though Abel fell to the ground dead, the promise lived on.  The Promised Seed was delayed a long time, but He finally came.  We hold today to a faith that is only partially fulfilled, but when we examine the fulfillments that have already occurred, we have no reason whatsoever to doubt that the unfulfilled promises will be fulfilled.  The King is Coming!  And He Himself indicated that His Second Coming would be after a long, long delay (see Matthew 25:19).  But He is coming!  The Emperor Himself will pay a special visit to His faithful colony of Heaven on earth.  


Imagine how the streets of Philippi would be cleaned as the day of the Emperor’s visit approached.  Imagine how the houses would be decorated.  Imagine how welcoming preparations would be made.  When the Emperor came to visit, new coins were minted, new highways were built, magnificent public buildings were erected, and imperial favors were bestowed.  A thousand changes were made in preparation for his coming.  Then “what manner of persons should we be, in all holy lifestyle and godliness,” as we wait for the King’s visit?  


Notice that Jesus is not merely “a Savior” in our text.  He is “the Savior”; not merely one among many, or the best out of several, but the Only One!  Can you say, “He is my Savior?”  If not, confess your sins directly to Him at this moment.  Don’t try to minimize anything; confess your deadly sins directly to Jesus.  Then repent of them, trusting Him to give you His mind about sin.  Then remember that He has loved you personally, in spite of those terrible sins.  And He died for you as if you were the only sinner who needed to be died for!  And He said that if you would trust Him -- totally trust Him and Him alone to save you — He would come into your life, forgive your sins, and give you the Gift of Eternal Life.  Trust Him today!  Receive Him today!  Then begin immediately to confess Him as your Savior, Master and Friend to anyone who will listen to your testimony.  


“We are a colony of Heaven on earth.”  He has come into our hearts and made us citizens of Heaven; one day He will come after us and take us to the Homeland.  The little outpost of Heaven in this far-off edge of the empire is circled about by threatening hosts of indifferent or hostile barbarians.  Far as the eye can see their multitudes cover the land, and the sentinels at the gate might become absolutely discouraged if they only had their own resources to depend on.  But the citizens of the colony certainly do not operate by their own resources.  They enjoy steady supplies from the Emperor, and they know that he is coming soon to this embattled outpost.  Their eyes are fixed on the pass through the hills where they expect to see the waving banners and gleaming spears, and hear the sound of chariot wheels and the blast of a trumpet.  When He comes, He will break the siege and scatter all the enemies as straw in the wind, and the colonists who were faithful in their defensive and offensive assignments will go with Him to the land which they have never seen, but which is their home, and will, with the Victorious King, sweep in triumph through the gates into The City. 


Until then, Christian, remember your destiny and fulfil your duty!         
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