Liturgy:
Reading : 2 Peter3

Text       : 1 Thess. 5, 1-11

Ps.    96 : 1,2,8

Ps.    97 : 6

Ps.  139 : 7 (after baptism)

Hy.   50 : 6,7

Ps.  130 : 3,4

Ps.    63 : 2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
A fortnight ago, dealing with 1 Thess. 4, 13-18, we could listen to the gospel of Christ’s triumphant return, to the good news that we are on our way to a glorious future. This morning, as a follow up dealing with the next passage of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, we will focus on the question how to live towards this glorious future, especially in view of the fact that we don’t know when Christ will return. In more than one place, Scripture teaches that this return will be suddenly, at a time that we might not expect it. Hence, we have to be ready always.
The question we want to focus on in this morning’s sermon is how can one be ready any time? How to live life in such a way that when Christ suddenly comes, we have nothing to hide, but can really rejoice to be with Him.

In preparation for this morning’s sermon, I read a mediation
, in which the author used two striking examples, which I would like to pass on as an introduction on this morning sermon.
The first example wants to make clear how it not ought to be. It reads as follows. John and Mary are just married. Mary is not on all too good terms with her mother-in-law. At her in-laws, everything is always clean, punctual and you name it. Mary herself is totally the opposite. Nevertheless, she likes to be in the good books of her mother-in-law. On a certain day, her mother-in-law calls her if it is okay to drop in for a visit the next day. I will be arriving with the bus of four o’clock in the afternoon, she says. Of course, Mary will try to have the house spick-and-span by that time. Tomorrow morning she will give the house a good cleanup. When she goes to bed that night, she sets the alarm at 7 o’clock. Yet when the alarm wakes her up the next morning, she wonders whether she should get out already. She still has to whole morning, so why start so early. At half past nine, she gets up, takes extensive time for morning coffee. However, she can’t yet get in the spirit of cleaning up. At 2 pm, the bell rings. In her working clothes, Mary is still busy cleaning. She still has a few hours on her sleeve nothing to worry. She opens the door and there is her mother-in-law, earlier than expected. See, beloved, that’s how it not ought to be.
We should rather be like little Johnny. Today is his birthday and Mum has told him that grandma will come, around 4 o’clock in the afternoon. At 10 o’clock in the morning little Johnny sits already for the front window. Mum tells him to play outside in the backyard, for it will still be a long time before grandma comes. At 11 o’clock Johnny is back inside looking out of the front window. Mum says, Johnny it’s not time yet, just go back playing. Together with Mum, he has lunch and then goes back playing. At 1 pm in the afternoon, the bell rings, Johnny is playing outside and hears nothing. His mother opens the door and then calls Johnny. Walking towards the house, he hears grandma talking to his mother. He runs towards the house, falls in grandma’s arms and says, I’m so happy that you are here. 
I hope, Br. & Sr., you get the drift of these two examples. Well, let us turn now to God’s Word and listen to what Scripture teaches about

HOW TO LIVE IN ARDENT EXPECTATION
TOWARDS THE DAY OF THE LORD

We learn from the text chosen for this morning’s sermon

To do so

1) we have to live as children of that day

2) watchful and sober

3) in faith, love, and hope
I
Throughout his letters on more than one occasion, the apostle Paul uses the contrast between light and darkness to illustrate the difference between belief and unbelief. He does so in particular when speaking about how to live as Christians in the practical issues of every day life. For example, addressing the issue of mixing with unbelievers, warning not to become unequally yoked to them, Paul writes in 2 Cor. 6, 14, “For what communion has light with darkness?” In his letter to the Romans, he urges the Christians in Rome, “Cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.”
 To the Ephesians he writes, Ch. 5, 8, “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of the light.” Well, in a similar way he calls the Thessalonians ‘sons of light’, ‘sons of the day’.
 Beloved, we may thank God that through Christ’s redeeming work we too are members of this family: the family of the sons of light, of sons of the day!

What now does this mean and what practical consequences does this have also for us. Paul speaks about ‘sons of the day’. Which day is this? It is same day as mentioned in vs. 2, ‘the day of the Lord’, the day of Christ’s triumphant return, about which the apostle Paul had spoken in the concluding part of Ch. 4 and on which we focused a fortnight ago.
Even though we don’t know the exact date of this day, as God’s children we should never forget that we belong to this day. In terms that are more practical, our present life is connected with this day, characterized by this day, which is something that now should also be seen in the way we live our life today. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in his letter to the Romans, Ch. 8. At present, because of sin, on a daily basis we are still confronted with the brokenness of this life. As God’s children redeemed by Christ we long to be freed from this, to be freed from all sorrow, pain, hardship, grief, and you name it. Thus, we are looking forward to the Day of the Lord, when all this will end, and together with Christ, we will inherit the new earth, purified from sin. Through faith in Christ, we have become heirs of this new earth. As the Christians in Thessalonica, so we too belong to the family of the sons of light, the sons of the day, i.e. the day of the Lord’s return. However, says Paul, this should now also determine the way, in which you live your life today, so that this day will not overtake us like a thief in the night. For, that’s how it will go with those whose present life is completely taken up by the here and now, who live life to the full, enjoying it to the fullest extent, and why not. After all, what is there to worry about? Life is good! Yet says Paul, vs. 3, “…” That’s how it will go with those who belong to the darkness.
Let me just elaborate a bit on that picture of darkness. When it is dark, one gets easily lost, especially when it is pitch dark without any light. Taking this figuratively, it means you don’t see  when dark clouds gather together with thunderstorms brewing. The only thing you can say is, “Nothing to worry about, life is peaceful and safe. Yet says Paul, vs. 3, “…”
It is the same as we read it in the prophecies of Jeremiah. Also in Jeremiah’s day God people said, “
Peace, peace! When there is no peace,” says Jeremiah.
 Also in those days, God’s people lived for themselves. O yes, they served the LORD, yet in their own way, giving no heed to God’s warnings. In Jer. 6, 10 we read, “…” Jeremiah warned them God’s judgment is imminent, you will not escape it. Yet they simply laughed it away. The sky is blue, no clouds to see, nothing to worry about.
In the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, the apostle Paul warns the church in Thessalonica not to fall in this same trap. For, note well, you are sons of the light, sons of the day. Christ, your Lord, will return to this earth. Your life is connected with His great day. Make sure then that this day will not overtake you like a thief. 
Those who belong to the darkness sleep, so the apostle says, and because of it they do not see the danger of the lawlessness at work in this world, nor the consequences of it. They don’t bother, since they do not reckon with the return of Christ. His coming will indeed overtake them, like those who have not secured their house, at times are overtaken by a thief in the night. However, when taking the proper precautions, one can peacefully go to sleep, without fear for a thief.
Well, that’s how it will be with those who belong to the light. Also for them, Christ will come like thief, i.e. unexpectedly. Yet they have taken their precautions in reckoning with His coming, by grace having ordered their life accordingly. Therefore, Christ’s coming will not overtake them, instead they will rejoice when finally this day arrives, even when it is unexpectedly, since their life had always been connected with this day.
We should realize, Br. & Sr., that it is only by God’s grace that we belong to the day, are sons of the day. For, because of sin we too had forfeited this, had forfeited it to belong to the light. After the fall into sin, darkness entered this world. Yet in sovereign pleasure, God wanted to dispel this darkness. Throughout the history of the OT God worked towards the coming of Christ, who was the true Light,
 and conquered the darkness by His accomplished work on the cross. Thus in faith we have the assurance the darkness of the night will soon end, the day is approaching. No, one cannot see this with his physical eyes. Yet in faith, we hold on to this truth, also realizing that it can be any time. Therefore, – vs. 11 – it is also important to encourage and to edify one another not to slacken in this faith, but indeed to walk as children of the light, as sons of the day, and this, Br. & Sr., also in a joyful way.
I’m afraid, when speaking about the coming of Christ, at times the warning element features more strongly than the joyful aspect of Christ’s coming, as something really to look forward to. After all, beloved, we are sons of the day, that is – as I said it before – our life is somehow connected with this day, and so what greater joy can there be than when this day finally arrives.
At times, it can happen that due to temptations or trials, this joy is somewhat overshadowed. Temptations, when at times we too are taken up too much, by what this life has to offer. I think here of the effect of materialism and world-conformity on life within the church. On the other hand, there might be trials under which we are bowed down so much, that again we forget that the day of Christ is approaching to bring also these trials to an end.

By God’s grace we may belong to the day, are sons of the day. Around us, we see the darkness, and it can so easily affect also our life. Let us stay focused, therefore. How? Says Paul, by being watchful and sober.
II
The two images of belonging to the darkness and sleeping are interwoven in the passage chosen as text for this morning’s sermon. For, those who sleep, sleep at night when it is dark. In vs. 6, the apostle Paul warns those who belong to the light against the urge to go to sleep again. Just by way of example, say you have to get up early in the morning, then it’s always appealing just to lay in bed for a little bit longer. However, it can also happen that you fall asleep again, and get in trouble for being too late at work. Well, this danger is there also from a spiritual point of view. Hence the exhortation in vs. 6, “…”
Also from a spiritual point of view, to give in to sleep as others do is appealing. Others – these are the people, who don’t look any further than today’s horizon. Because they are spiritually asleep, they don’t see that the light that has dawn in Christ. Hence, they focus only on what belongs to this world. That fills their life. That’s what they talk about, it also determines the things they listen to on the radio or watch on TV. They have nothing else to live for. When catastrophes occur, like hurricane Katrina last week, they see this simply as things we have to live with unfortunately, almost in a fatalistic way. They don’t hear that Christ is knocking also on the door of their life. They don’t hear it because they are asleep.
You may say, yet we are different. Are we, perhaps in some respect? We acknowledge God’s hand in catastrophes and all that is going on in this world. However, what when it comes to the things of every day life. What do we live for? One only has to listen in to conversations on birthday parties, or coffee visits. What are the topics talked about? Perhaps I’m generalizing, but so often it does come much further than the latest holiday, a new car, plans for a new house, and some gossip about things we have heard along the grapevine. The danger is there that we too live our cozy lives, peace and safety, and let no one try to disturb it. I think, at times we all have a battle at hand here. Let no one say, I’m never affected by this. Materialism, world-conformity, individualism combined with postmodern thinking – it’s making inroads also in the church. Because of it, the danger is that we become less watchful. It weakens our sight, and the result is that at times we forget that we belong to the day, forget that our life is closely connect with the return of Christ, which can be any time. Hence the exhortation of vs. 6, “…”
Don’t fall asleep again, so the apostle says. Keep you eyes open. Be watchful, like a soldier on duty in time of war, always on the alert. It means having your eyes open also for the tactics of the adversary, the devil, who is always out there to lull us asleep. He is always out there to blur our vision with nice attracting slogans, advertisements and so on, appealing to our sinful desires. Be watchful, therefore, the apostle Paul says, and be sober, i.e. don’t let your mind be clouded by today’s thinking of people, who live for nothing else but the here and now. Let this not fill your life, not fill your mind as the most important things, but keep your mind focused on Christ. Living Christ-focused, what is that. It is what the apostle Paul writes in Phil. 4, 8, “…”
Be watchful and sober. In this context, I also think of the parable, Christ once told His disciples, the parable of the five wise and five foolish maidens.
 As sons of the light, as sons of the day we need the same attitude as the five wise maidens. When the bridegroom came, also those five wise maidens were asleep. As such, this did not matter, since they were fully prepared to meet the bridegroom. Well, we too have to go about our daily business, and at night, we go to sleep. Christ may come even in the middle of the night, when we are fast asleep. That doesn’t matter, as long as we are prepared, and His coming does not overtake us, like it did the five foolish maidens.
How is one prepared? Simply by living our life for and with the Lord, also in the things of every day life, practicing what we believe. After all, as Christ said it in the Sermon on the Mount, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord’, shall inherit the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven.”
 In other words, it’s easy to confess Christ with our mouth, easy to say, “I love the Lord”, yet it also has to show up that we love Him. This has to show up, also when we are working together with an unbelieving workmate, or when we have our parties as young people of the church. Young people, just ask yourself this question, if you had invited Christ for your 18th or 21st birthday party, and He would be present as well, would you have feasted the same way as you did now. However, remember He was present, but perhaps you did not think of it. I don’t says these things to be gloomy, but to direct all of us to young and old, to what the focus of our mind, our life should be, every day again. 
Does this mean, that as young people you can no longer have any fun. Of course, you can. The point is what is the fun we are looking for, the same as the world? Also, is fun determined by the amount of alcohol we consume? Beloved, let us all examine ourselves, whether our life is really directed to Christ and His coming, whether we really rejoice in being sons of the day.
III
One may say, it’s not easy to live always on this high level. How are we to persevere? Paul says, put on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet the hope of salvation. Faith, love, and hope – three elements that characterize a life that is directed towards Christ’s return. 
The life of the members of the congregation in Thessalonica was indeed characterized by these three elements. I may refer here to what we read in Ch. 1, 2 + 3, where Paul writes, “…” As regards their faith, Paul writes in Ch. 2, 13, “…” Thus faith was living, indeed. Yet this should not make them complacent, as Paul had already written in Ch. 4, 1, “…” Every day again, we have to apply ourselves to live by faith. It is only by a living faith – as Paul writes it to the Ephesians – that we are able to quench the fiery darts of the evil one.
 This living faith also includes true love towards God and our neighbor. The Thessalonians indeed showed this love, Ch. 4, 9 + 10, “…” Summarizing the congregation of Thessalonica had not only a name of being alive, like Sardis,
instead it was really alive for the Lord in many ways. Yet in the battle we have to fight, we cannot just rest on our laurels, but have to remain alert, watchful and sober, every day again. Hence the exhortation, vs. 8, “…” Paul says here, use the weapons God gave you. In more practical terms, this means, God worked faith, love, and hope in our hearts, but now we must also live our faith, show love, make our hope firm in the Lord, and this as children of the day. 

Stay focused. For – says Paul in vs. 9 – “…” When Christ returns, God’s wrath will be poured out upon the unbelievers. Yet those who live as sons of the day don’t have to fear God’s wrath, for they expect as judge from heaven the very same person who before has submitted Himself to the judgment of God for our sake and has removed all curse from us.
 Thus, the judge who comes is our Redeemer. From ourselves we too cannot stand in the judgment of God. Yet by God’s grace, we received salvation in and through Jesus Christ, and thus we are saved from the wrath of God. Today already, the joy of this salvation determines our life, whilst we are on our way to the full joy of this salvation, which will be when Christ returns on the clouds of heaven. We live towards that day. 
The point now is, is this also to see in our life? When we are honest with each other this morning, we all must confess that this is not always the case. Hence, the apostle concludes also this section – in a similar way as the previous section – “Therefore, comfort – or as it can also be translated – encourage each other and build one another up.”
Together we are on our way to a glorious future. Thus, we have a responsibility also towards each other. We should encourage each other to stay focused, reminding each other of the riches we have received. Perhaps, when visiting each other, we should try to make this more the content of our conversations. This has nothing to do with being over-spiritual. When we as true sons of the day live for Christ, knowing that our life is closely connected with His return, this will be reflected also in the things we are busy with, the things we talk about. After all, from the fullness of the heart the mouth speaks, which begs the question, where is our heart full of?
Beloved, in the beginning of the sermon I mentioned two examples to make clear how to live towards Christ’s return. Are we indeed eager to meet our Saviour, are you ready to meet Him any time? Pray God that He may help you to live in such a way that Christ can indeed walk into your life any time, whether you are at work, are out partying at night, or whatever. After all, 

“No one knows the day or moment

when the Bridegroom shall appear.”

Therefore, beloved,

“Let us then be ever watchful.,

May our lamps indeed always be bright and clear.”

May the Lord grant that in this way we are always ready to meet Him, our Saviour, who in that hour, will bring us home, to be eternally with Him. Let us always stay focused on that final destination of our life, and rejoice in it, encouraging one another, building each other up to God’s glory and our own spiritual wellbeing.
Amen.
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