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_____________________________________________________________________________________

I read an article this week that discussed the importance of scheduling things to do and events to attend. In that article, the author said this, “If something isn’t in your calendar, it doesn’t deserve your time and energy.” Obviously, it would be a pain to put everything you do on a daily basis into a calendar or planner. You do the basic things throughout your day without having to think much about it. But there is plenty of science that proves that when an item makes it onto the written calendar, schedule, or planner, you are going to have a higher rate of success. That could simply mean your attendance for meetings or events rises. Your ability to manage time will improve. Or, your level of preparation from event to event will increase drastically. If you reverse-engineer that concept, you’ll find that we, technically speaking, have an uphill battle according to what Paul wrote to the young Christians in Thessalonica. Concerning times and dates, brothers, there is no need to write to you, for you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. Tracking time using the sun and stars has happened for thousands of years. That’s nothing new. But the world has become such a busy place that we’ve got a calendar hanging on the wall at home, a planner sitting on the desk at work, the laptop has a calendar connected to every gmail account, and you try to sync everything up on your phone. We’ve got too much to track because everything is considered vitally important and you know what Paul says? Don’t bother putting this on your calendar, because you can’t. Jesus is going to come, but no one knows when. So be prepared.

I always used to think, reading these Pauline letters going out to small, unknown towns. Wrong. Thessalonica was a city of approximately 200,000 people at Paul’s time. It was a seaport and capital of the Roman province Macedonia. There were a lot of people here. What we don’t know is how many of those people were part of the church that Paul began when he visited the city. What we do know is that the people in that church were new to Christianity, and the city around them would have squashed the idea of Jesus Christ. And that’s the kind of pressure these young, mostly Gentile, Christians were under. Paul didn’t spend a whole lot of time with them when he started that church, so he sends his follow up letters. This was the first of two. And in both of those letters Paul emphasized the return of Jesus Christ. As many people do respond to the gospel hearing it for the first time, the Thessalonians were gung ho about the good news that Paul had shared with them. They believed that they were sinners. They believed they needed a Savior from sin. They believed that Jesus, the Son of God, died on the Roman cross to take their sins away. Paul commends them for their faith, especially as the people around them persecuted them for their new conviction. And then he did what Paul does best; he gave them a warning and measures to take. 

First, the warning. Paul uses a couple of pictures that most people could relate to in his day; most of us can relate to them as well. The first being labor pains. When people are saying, “Peace and security,” destruction will suddenly come on them, like labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. Nobody gets to decide when labor begins, though most of them wish they could. A pregnant woman can prepare for it, anticipate it, and even know approximately when it's coming. But she cannot control when that moment arrives. And when it does, there's no stopping it. That's Paul's warning to unbelievers about the day of the Lord. People may think they have plenty of time. They may convince themselves that everything is peaceful and secure. They can make their final preparations tomorrow, or the next day, or put it on the to-do’s for next weekend. But when Jesus returns, there will be no postponing the day of judgment. Unbelievers will come to realize that they don’t have the luxury of believing in Jesus whenever it’s convenient for them. And peace is something they won’t find in that process. Everyone in here knows someone who needs to know their Savior and the fact that he’s going to return.

The second picture he uses is darkness. This isn’t the first time God used the picture of darkness to describe the world. This also indicates that Paul is distinguishing his subjects by belief: believers and unbelievers. But you, brothers, are not in the dark so that this day takes you by surprise like a thief, for you are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or the darkness. So then let us not sleep like everyone else, but rather let us remain alert and sober. God makes it clear through John that Jesus Christ is the light of the world, the light no darkness can overcome. Notice that Paul doesn't say, try harder to become children of the light. He says, You are children of the light. Through faith in Jesus, God has already brought you out of darkness. That's who you are. Now live like the people God has made you to be. Well, what does that mean? To live in the light doesn’t mean to live a happy-go-lucky life. To live in the light means to live in the reality and truth that God sets forth. The first part of that truth is I am a wretched sinner deserving of death. I was born a sinner: death. I have lived a sinful life: death. I was caught in the darkness and couldn’t find my way out: death. Part of living in the light of Jesus is living with the understanding that I am a sinner in desperate need of God’s forgiveness. Thanks be to God that his forgiveness is mine in Christ Jesus. Do not fall into the trap of the world, thinking that it’s better to live in the dark. Trust me, our sinful hearts prefer the dark because it’s more comfortable. But the darkness does nothing but separate us from God. 

The final picture is the night time and two activities: sleeping and drinking. Those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. The first is fairly easy to apply. It’s easy to get spiritually sleepy. Coming to church over and over again. Singing hymns, praying prayers, listening to sermons. It’s easy for the spiritual eyes to get heavy. Or, you’re waiting around for a show to come on, but you get too comfortable on the couch, fall asleep, and miss the whole thing. Don’t fall asleep. The second might hit closer to home up here in Wisconsin. Some people try to drown their problems in alcohol. But the drunkenness Paul talks about goes far beyond alcohol. Some people might drown their problems in entertainment, possessions, busyness, or whatever else keeps them from thinking about eternity. They don't necessarily deny that they have a spiritual problem. They just find ways to avoid dealing with it. But ignoring a problem doesn't make it disappear. To sum up his warnings: 1) Jesus is going to return to bring believers to heaven and unbelievers to hell, once the pregnancy begins, there’s no turning back, so be ready for labor. 2) You are children of the light living in a world of darkness, don’t get consumed by that darkness. 3) Don’t be falling asleep or dulling your senses, when Jesus comes again, we need to be ready.

As I mentioned before, it’s a lot easier to be prepared for something when you know it’s coming. When you don’t know when something is going to happen, when’s the best time to prepare? Immediately! Right now! Be alert, be sober, live in the light, and gear up. It was the Galatians to whom Paul gave the discourse on the full armor of God, but here we get another rendition: Putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. My job as your pastor is the same as Paul’s job was for these churches. Not to simply tell them what God’s Word says, but to equip them for living in that Word. A Roman soldier was well equipped to take spears, swords, and arrows because his armor would protect him from whatever his enemy hurled at him. Satan will be hurling everything he can at you from now until Jesus comes again to get you to become complacent, to lose sight of heaven, to forget about your sin and your Savior, to make you fall into a spiral of temptations; anything he can do to bring about your spiritual death, he will try to do it. You need the protection that only God and His Word can give you. You see, God did not appoint us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. Salvation is already yours right now because you have been washed clean in the blood of Christ, and you stand here today robed in his righteousness. We want it to stay that way. You don’t need armor unless you're going to war. You are at war all day long. Be prepared for the daily battles by daily listening to your Savior’s voice. Be prepared for the nasty battles by sitting in the promises that your heavenly Father makes to you. Be prepared for Jesus to come again, by keeping your eyes fixed on him and the salvation he has won for you. 

We spend so much time preparing for the things we know are coming. We put appointments on calendars, schedule events, and make plans for the future. But there's one appointment that will never make it onto your calendar. You don't know the day or the hour when Jesus will return. We know that he died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. So when should you prepare? Right now! Not because your preparation earns you a place in heaven, but because Jesus has already secured that place for you. Stay alert. Live in the light. Put on faith, love, and the hope of salvation. And while you wait, encourage one another and build each other up. Friends, your salvation doesn't depend on how well you keep watch. It depends on the Savior who never took his eyes off you, who went to the cross, defeated death, and promises to bring you home. So, let’s be prepared now for when that day comes. Amen.
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