
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #8

“Living in the Light”

1 Thessalonians 5:1-11

A record number of hurricanes have hit the Caribbean coast…

Nearly 2 million acres of land are burning across the U. S. in one of the worst wildfire seasons ever seen…

Nearly sixty are dead and over five hundred injured in the deadliest mass shooting in U. S. history…
All the bad news…where is it going to end? The Bible teaches that the answer is very simple: with the return of Jesus Christ.
 At the end of every chapter of First Thessalonians Paul refers to the Second Coming in one way or another. In our last study we considered the end of chapter four, in which the apostle answers their questions regarding those who have died before Jesus returns. In the beginning of chapter five, Paul answers a second question: What happens to those Christians who are alive at that time?

The first eleven verses of chapter five are very closely related to the end of chapter four. In 5:1, Paul takes a turn—not a 180-degree shift to an unrelated topic, but a 90-degree turn to a different side of the same issue related to the end times. Paul was no longer discussing the details of the Rapture. Now he’s moving to the same question Jesus had explicitly and repeatedly addressed in His own teaching on the end times: the unexpected nature of the end times and how we ought to live now in light of them.

The Coming of the Savior

In the first three verses, Paul writes concerning the coming of the Savior:

Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, “Peace and safety,” destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.
The Thessalonians were asking Paul about times (chronoi) and dates (kairoi), as the apostles had asked Jesus before them. Usually chronos means a period of time in a chronological sense while kairos means a point of time, a crisis or opportunity, the right time for a thing. But it does not seem that Paul is making this distinction here.
 He is saying that there is no need for him to write on any aspect of the time of Christ’s return.
 

Paul responds that the solution to their problem does not lie in knowing the date. To begin with, nobody knew or could know it. Jesus had said in Mark 13:32 that He did not even know it Himself, and that only the Father knew it. And later He told the apostles in Acts 1:7, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.” In consequence of this universal ignorance of the date, Jesus said in Matthew 24:44, “The Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.” The Thessalonians knew this too, because Paul had already told them so. It is as if Paul wrote: “You know that nobody knows the date, and that therefore you cannot know it either.”

Our duty is not to pry into the times and seasons the Father has put in his own power, but to exercise a constant watchfulness.
 Though everything the Bible contains about the future is true, the Bible doesn’t contain everything about the future. God’s complete plan for the ages is way beyond our ability to figure out or calculate…and He himself only reveals enough to give us hope and to motivate us to trust Him.

Paul refers to “the day of the Lord,” a very common phrase in the Old Testament. It was not something to look forward to. Amos, first of the eighth-century bc prophets, had made that plain in Amos 5:18-20, 

Woe to you who long for the day of the Lord! Why do you long for the day of the Lord?  That day will be darkness, not light. It will be as though a man fled from a lion only to meet a bear, as though he entered his house and rested his hand on the wall only to have a snake bite him. Will not the day of the Lord be darkness, not light—pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness?

Joel had called it in Joel 2:31, “the great and terrible day of the Lord.”
 The “day of the Lord” is always associated with judgment. In fact, the phase “Judgment Day” is a fitting synonym for “the day of the Lord.”

From Jesus to Paul, from Peter to the entire early church—all agreed that nobody knows when Jesus will return and the day of the Lord will begin. In addition to this text, consider these clear biblical verses:

· “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.” (Matt. 24:36)

· “Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming.” (Matt. 24:42)

· “Take heed, keep on the alert; for you do not know when the appointed time will come.” (Mark 13:33)

· “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.” (2 Pet. 3:10)

· “I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you.” (Rev. 3:3)

· “Behold, I am coming like a thief. Blessed is the one who stays awake and keeps his clothes, so that he will not walk about naked and men will not see his shame.” (Rev. 16:15)

Jesus will return. Judgment is coming. It is inevitable, but unpredictable. For unbelievers, it will take them completely by surprise. We should understand destruction primarily in terms of separation from God, rather than annihilation. This conveys the thought of utter and hopeless ruin, the loss of all that gives worth to existence.
 In recent times, even some notable evangelicals have questioned the thought of eternal punishment in Hell, opting for a view of annihilation—ceasing to exist. But the Bible does not teach this. Hell is physical, Hell is terrible, and Hell is eternal.

Here, then, are two truths about Judgment Day, each enforced by a vivid simile. First, the day of the Lord will come like a thief. Secondly, destruction will come like labor pains. Both illustrations teach that Christ’s coming will be sudden. Suddenly, in the middle of the night, a burglar breaks in. Suddenly, in the pregnancy of an expectant mother, labor begins. So, putting the two metaphors together, we may say that Christ’s coming will be (1) sudden and unexpected, and (2) sudden and unavoidable. In the first case there will be no warning, and in the second no escape.

The Character of the Sinners

In the remainder of this passage, Paul contrasts the character of the sinners with the conduct of the saints. Verse four is addressed to believers, but speaks to the character of the sinners: “But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief.” Sinners are in darkness and the day of the Lord will surprise them.

There are two reasons why people are taken by surprise when a burglar breaks in. The first is that he comes unexpectedly during the night, and the second is that the householder is asleep. Paul expands on this in verses 6-7, “So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night.” Again, turning the descriptions around, sinners are not alert and not self-controlled. Unbelievers dwell in the darkness of spiritual depravity and mental ignorance. Paul describes this fully in Ephesians 2:1-3,

And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.

Though everyone once lived in this kind of spiritual and moral night, those who have trusted in Christ have been transferred from this darkness into light. Paul wrote in Colossians 1:13, “For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves.” So, in 1 Thessalonians, Paul reminds his readers that they “are not in darkness” like the unbelievers who are unaware of the disaster that awaits them at the coming of the day of the Lord. As children of daylight, they are to live lives distinct from those who dwell in the night. They are to live in the light of truth.

In other words, if we belong to the day, our behaviour must be daytime behaviour. I like how John Stott puts it: “Let’s not sleep or even 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.”

The Conduct of the Saints

Let’s consider the conduct of the saints more in detail. Paul writes in verses 4-11,

But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.
Much like the apostle John, Paul contrasts unbelievers and believers as “darkness” and “light.” In fact, he makes use of a wordplay: from the “day of the Lord” he passes over into the “day” (or light) in which Christians live. Paul develops the thought of living as children of the day.

Verse five states that we are “sons of the light” and “sons of the day.” In that culture to be the “son of” a quality meant to be characterized by that quality. Christians do not simply live in the light; they are characterized by light.
 It isn’t just about what we do; it’s about who we are. 

Verse six states, “So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled.” The King James Version uses he word “sober,” which is a contrast to the unbeliever who is “drunk,” but there is more to this word than that. 

Warren Wiersbe writes,

The sober-minded believer has a calm, sane outlook on life. He is not complacent, but neither is he frustrated and afraid. He hears the tragic news of the day, yet he does not lose heart. He experiences the difficulties of life, but he does not give up. He knows his future is secure in God’s hands, so he lives each day creatively, calmly, and obediently. Outlook determines outcome; and when your outlook is the uplook, then your outcome is secure.

Paul then uses the familiar imagery of a soldier preparing for battle. Every day we are to put on the armor of God in order to face the powers of darkness. Rather than yielding control to sin within us or sinners without, we stand in self-control (the fruit of the Spirit), ready for the Lord’s return.

The practical reason for this teaching should be apparent to all of us. The Christian who lives daily with the thought that the Lord may come at any moment, is going to concentrate on keeping his life clean and his testimony above reproach, so that he will not be ashamed when he meets his Saviour face to face. John echoes this same thought. “Every one who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1 John 3:3).

In verse nine we read, “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” This has led many to conclude that the Church will not endure any of the Great Tribulation, but that the Rapture will take place before it begins. I don’t believe that conclusion is warranted. The Great Tribulation has two aspects: the wrath of Satan against the children of God and the wrath of God against the children of Satan. We are promised protection from the latter but not the former. Paul is not teaching that Christians will be spared persecution. Rather, he is teaching that we will be delivered from God’s judgment on this earth when He pours out His wrath on unbelieving humankind because of their sin and unwillingness to repent. This is the hope we have in Christ. Even if we are alive when Christ comes for the church, we will escape the judgment of God that follows.
 I do not equate the Great Tribulation with “the day of the Lord.” The latter is God’s wrath poured out on sinners, and we will be spared that.

As he concluded his treatment on those who have died in Christ, so Paul ends this section in verse 11, “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.” The verb “encourage” originally applied to building houses, but Paul frequently used it for Christians being edified, or built up.
 We use the word “edifice” to refer to a structure or building, and as Christians we ought to “build one another up” in the Lord.

The apostle Paul doesn’t conclude with a panicked warning: “The end is near! Get ready for the Tribulation!” Instead, he says, “Here’s how you live in the present in light of the future, knowing that Christ is your rescuer, not your executioner.” No wonder Paul urges his readers to continue to encourage and build each other up with such good news.

I am reminded of a Peanuts comic strip from years ago. Lucy and Linus are gazing out the window at a staggering downpour. 
“Boy, look at it rain,” Lucy says, fear etched on her face. “What if it floods the whole world?” 
“It will never do that,” Linus responds confidently. “In the ninth chapter of Genesis, God promised Noah that would never happen again, and the sign of the promise is the rainbow.” 
“You’ve taken a great load of my mind,” Lucy says with a sigh of relief. 

Linus replies, “Sound theology has a way of doing that!”
I hope these last two messages on the return of Christ has done that for you. The more we learn about His promised Second Coming, the more we should have peace, not panic.

Live expectantly. This does not mean putting on a white sheet and sitting atop a mountain. That is the very attitude God condemned. But it does mean living in the light of His return, realizing that our works will be judged and that our opportunities for service on earth will end. It means to live “with eternity’s values in view.”
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