Are We living in Our Pajamas?




November 27, 2011

Text: 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11

Throughout Advent, Christians prepare their hearts not only for the celebration of Christmas, but also for the many ways that Christ breaks into the world-past, present, and future.  We prepare for the celebration of the anniversary of God’s first coming into the world; we prepare for the many ways in which He comes to us now; and we look forward to His future coming in glory at the end of time.  The spirituality of Advent calls us to start our journey in expectation of the second coming of Christ.
One distinct problem has always fascinated (and often perplexed) human minds, not least Christian minds, and continues to do so, John Stott points out in his exposition of 1 Thessalonians.   What will happen at the end of the world?  Is there going to be a day of reckoning, and, if so, how can we prepare for it?  It is the problem of judgment, and should concern us all.
It is evident that the Thessalonians were apprehensive.  They were worried about themselves, and whether they were ready to stand before Christ at His Coming.  This is a modern anxiety too.
So the apostle Paul, being the realistic and caring pastor that he was, addressed himself to their fear and relieved them by the application of the appropriate truth.  In 5:1-11 his topic is judgment and Christian living.
Based on teaching that had evidently confirmed the reality of judgment as declared by 8th century prophets from Amos (5:18-20) and Joel (2:31), he begins his reference in verse 1 with the wrong solution of the problem.
A. THE WRONG SOLUTION: KNOWING THE DATE (5:1-3)

Nobody knows or can know it.  Jesus had said that He did not know it Himself, and that only the Father knew it (Mark 13:32).  Paul puts two metaphors together to say what we do know.  Christ’s coming will be (1) sudden and unexpected (like a burglar in the night), and (2) sudden and unavoidable (like labour at the end of pregnancy).  In the first case there will be no warning, and in the second no escape.

The Thessalonians’ hope that they will solve their problem by finding out the date of the Parousia has been disappointed, therefore.  What alternative solution is there?   If Christ is going to come suddenly, unexpectedly, and unavoidably, how can we get ready?   Paul tells us.  His exposition of the solution begins in verse 4.
B. THE RIGHT SOLUTION: STAYING ALERT AND AWAKE (5:4-8)

For then, even if His Parousia is totally unexpected, we will be ready for Him and not taken by surprise.  “Surprise” (v.4) is the key word in Paul’s argument.  We can do nothing about the burglar’s break-in time but we can do everything about not sleeping on the job.

The point that Paul is working up to is this.  Whether we are ready for Christ’s coming or not depends on whether we belong to the age of darkness that the OT portrays as the present age that is evil, or to the age of light that it describes as the age to come that would be the time of the Messiah.  It’s a difference literally like night and day.  For the time being, the two ages overlap.  Unbelievers belong to the old age, and are still in darkness.   But those who belong to Jesus Christ have been transferred into the new age, into the light.   It is only if we are in the light that we will not be taken by surprise.

In other words, if we belong to the day (the new day that dawned with Christ, our behaviour, spiritually speaking, must be daytime behaviour.  Let’s not sleep or yawn our way through life, or live in our pajamas.  Let’s stay awake and alert.  For then we shall be ready when Christ comes and we will not be taken by surprise.

But, in the final analysis, Paul concludes it is not about us but it is all about Jesus.  The ultimate reason why we should be bold rather than faint-hearted in anticipation of the Parousia lies not in who we are (children of the day and of the light) but on who God is, as revealed in the cross (the giver of salvation and of life) (5:9-10).
C. CONCLUSION: A COMMUNITY OF MUTUAL SUPPORT (5:11)

As we learn from Ephesians 5:25, our whole duty lies not in passive submission to the Spirit’s control, as if all we had to do was surrender to His leading.   On the contrary, we are ourselves to “walk,” actively and purposefully, in the right way.   To “walk by the Spirit” means to set ourselves always to follow what we know to be right.  We reject one path to follow another.   We turn from what is evil to what is good.  We turn toward the things of the Spirit away from those of the flesh.
How, then, is this fundamental ministry of comfort, encouragement, and upbuilding to be exercised?  Doubtless in many ways, ranging from the simplicities of a smile, a hug or a squeeze of the hand to the costliness of patient listening, sympathy, and friendship.

Because Advent is a time of longing for redemption, we should use season as a period to identify the matters from which we need to be redeemed.  Identify whatever it is that seems to be holding you in its power.  Take a piece of paper and write at the top, “Powers that hold me in their grip.”  Then begin to list everything that you can think of from which you would like to be set free (bad habits, undesirable relationships, job dissatisfaction, a vice such as a bad temper, jealousy, envy, or dishonesty, or any blockage to living by the spirit of joy, temperance, or generosity.   Whatever it may be, commit it to the one who comes to set the prisoners free, turn it over to Christ in prayer, and ask the one who is come into your life to take this problem up into Himself.  Let us pray.
1. 5:1-3.   Why does Paul use similes rather than plain statements?

2. 5:4-8.   How is it possible for some to “belong to the day” while others at the same time “belong to the night?”  

3. 5:9-10. In what sense is salvation a “helmet” (5:8)?

4.  5:11     In what ways can our church fellowship do more to demonstrate mutual love and encouragement?

5.   How will your answers affect your Advent spirituality?
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