November 13, 2011
Waiting and Ready

I Thessalonians 5: 1-11
I can still remember how excited Stephanie and I were. While on vacation in 1990, Stephanie took a home pregnancy test and gave the positive that she was pregnant with our first child. We could hardly wait to get home to schedule an appointment with her doctor so that we could find out for sure the anticipated arrival date of our little bundle of joy. I went with Stephanie to that first doctor’s visit and to all the others if memory serves me correctly. When the doctor entered the room after confirming our home test results, I tried to be patient while he said his peace, but he slipped up when he asked if we had any questions. I started asking about the date of arrival as though he could predict the precise day and hoard. Woodall calmly looked at me and said that babies don’t work Monday through Friday, 9 to 5.They make their big arrival in their own time, when they are ready. He was quick to tell me that the estimated time of arrival, which he had given to us was merely that, an estimate. Only God and the baby would know the precise time; all he could do was give an educated guess. I didn’t like that uncertainty, but I figured that I had to live with it. As difficult as the uncertainty of a baby’s due date may be for some, that is nothing in comparison to the coming day of the Lord.
Since the time of the Old Testament writers, the children of Israel wanted to know about the coming day of the Lord. For the Israelites, the day of the Lord was a common concept. For the Jews, time was divided into two ages. There was the present age which was wholly and incurably bad. There was the age to come which would be the golden age of God. In between, there was the Day of the Lord, which would be a terrible day. It would be a day in which one world was shattered and a new world was born. Many of the most terrible scenes from the stories of the Old Testament are the pictures of what the Day of the Lord would be like. In the Old Testament, the Day of the Lord had three main characteristics. It would come suddenly and unexpectedly. It would involve a cosmic upheaval in which the universe would be shaken to its very foundation. And, it would be a time of fierce judgment.
Is it any wonder then that the New Testament writers, who knew about this Jewish understanding of the Day of the Lord, identified that concept with the Second Coming of Christ? For generations, the Jewish people had anticipated the day when God would break through into their world. They were convinced that the God, who possessed such power as Yahweh, couldn’t help but to break into this evil world violently and with wrathful anger. Is it any wonder why they could not accept the baby Jesus, who came to this earth in a calm and uneventful way compared to what they expected? They had anticipated a mighty warrior who would conquer the powers of evil by greater strength and force, not a defenseless baby who would defeat evil by peace, love and grace and through sacrificial giving.
Now imagine if you can how those, who had grown up anticipating the coming day of the Lord, and who had indeed experienced an encounter with Christ prior to his resurrection and ascension, might have felt. Is it any wonder that those folk would be anxious for his second coming? Or is it any wonder why the early Christians, who were constantly persecuted because of their faith, would be anxious about the second coming? As fruitless as I believe the exercise to be, I guess none of us should be surprised that people of faith still anxiously anticipate the coming of our Lord?
I guess as people of faith it is natural to be anxious about the coming Day of the Lord, and that is why so many have tried so hard to try to break some kind of secret code about when it will be. However, I don’t see the point. Jesus himself said plainly and clearly that no one knew when the day or hour would be; that even he did not know when, for God alone knew the time of his return. His words did not stop his contemporaries from speculation and they have not slowed that of generations of believers since. Although it is surely almost blasphemous that people should seek for knowledge that was denied to Jesus. The words from this Thessalonians epistle are still worth hearing for those of us who, to this day, live in anticipation of the coming day of the Lord.
As Jesus affirmed, the time of his return would be sudden and unexpected. It will come like a thief in the night. The thief does not call ahead to prepare the victim for his arrival. The thief utilizes the element of surprise to his advantage. He needs to catch the victim off guard in order to have the best chance for a successful robbery. Jesus will return as unexpectedly as a thief in the night, but that does not mean that the faithful should be caught off guard. There is a big difference between something coming unexpectedly and being unprepared for that same event.
Remember the story which Jesus told about the ten maidens who were waiting for the bridegroom. All of them were anticipating the bridegroom’s arrival and although they did not know his exact time of arrival, they tried to be prepared and ready. They kept their lamps lit to light his way to the wedding feast. Unfortunately, only five of the ten maidens were truly prepared for his arrival, for they had brought extra oil in case the wait was long. The five foolish maidens were off trying to buy more oil when he arrived and were left out of the celebration.
Although we cannot know the precise hour when Christ will return we don’t have to be unprepared when the time comes. As Christians, we are children of the light. We came out of the darkness upon acceptance of Christ, so we no longer live in the ignorance of darkness. Our way has been illumined by the light of Christ, so we will be prepared for His return no matter when it comes. Not only does the writer refer to Christians as Children of the light, but he also refers to us as children of the day. I think that by day he is not so much referring to the daytime as to the day of the Lord. Believers do not have to be afraid of the day of the Lord because they are prepared for it when it comes. That is because they already live with Christ before the day actually arrives. So faithfulness automatically implies that we are prepared for the appointed time.
None of us knows ahead of time when God’s call will come for us, but there are certain things which cannot be left undone until the last minute. Talk to people who live on the coast and I bet they will tell you that it is too late to get prepared for a hurricane by the time the winds grow fierce.
The precise time of Christ’s coming does not really matter to those who live their lives in such a way that they are prepared for it when it comes. Just because something comes unexpectedly, does not mean that we should be unprepared. When we live our lives with Christ, we need not feel unprepared to enter God’s nearer presence.
The writer of this epistle goes on to remind the faithful as we continue to encourage one another with the hope that is ours through Christ Jesus. The implication here is that the wait may be long and difficult but that we can persevere if we encourage one another along this journey. I have said it before and I will say it again, I do not know how people who have no faith can survive the struggles of this life. One thing that has been made clear to me over and over again throughout my life is the fact that we need one another. No person is an island. We cannot survive in isolation. I would go so far as to say that we need other people of faith to survive. When we are down and feel that life is about to trample our spirit, we can draw upon the strength of others within the community of faith to find the strength to carry on.
Whenever I am able to spend times with other friends who are engaged in ministry as a vocation, I am stricken by the number of them who, reach out to me and others for support and encouragement for their current struggles. As I think about those challenges, I am reminded how those same people had encouraged me and helped to carry me through some of the dark nights of my own soul. These experiences reaffirmed for me the importance of building up one another and encouraging one another until the time of Christ’s return.
As we move closer to the beginning of Advent, the time when the church waits with pregnant expectancy for the birth of Christ and looks forward to his return in glory, may we remember not to become anxious, just to be prepared. May we also remember that we are children of the light who can help to lighten the way for others. And may we always remember that one of the most important things which we do in the community of faith is to build up one another and encourage one another as we await the fulfillment of the time to come.
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might both now forever and evermore! Amen.
