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ARE YOU READY FOR THE DAY OF THE LORD?
Matthew 24:32-51   1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 (text)
INTRODUCTION
Some years ago when we lived in Palmerston North, while we were on holiday our home was burgled. Our oldest daughter called in one day to check the mail for us and found the place in a bit of a shambles – stuff pulled out of drawers and quite a lot of things missing. But we were not surprised. For, some time before we went away, a certain gentleman of the criminal fraternity had phoned me and told me our home was due for a visit soon and could he please make a time that would be suitable? So I got my diary out and between the two of us we arranged a certain date when we would be away so that the whole operation could be smoothly carried out with no interference.

No, no, of course, it doesn’t happen that way at all. I can’t say that we were particularly surprised, the world being what it is. But if we had had any idea that our home was near the top of any burglar’s home visit list, we would not have gone on holiday and left the place unoccupied. Indeed, I would have tried to arrange some of my more robust male acquaintances to come for a sleepover – to arrange a little welcome for these gentlemen.

It is along these lines that the Bible talks about the coming of the Day of the Lord – the second Coming of our Lord Jesus Christ to bring his work of salvation and, indeed, the world as we know it at present, to an end. It appears that the Thessalonians had the idea that Jesus would come back to establish his kingdom on this earth in fullness within their lifetime. But since Paul had brought the Gospel to them, some of their number had died and they were very concerned that they might have missed out on that great Day; indeed, even perhaps their very salvation. So Paul told them in the last few verses of chapter four that that was not so. He told them that whether we are alive or asleep – dead in Christ – when he comes, we shall not miss out either on his Coming or the completion of our salvation that he will then bring. So be comforted with these words about your loved ones who have died in Christ, he concludes. 

Interestingly, that is exactly how he concludes our text this morning also – with one addition; he also says, build up one another. It is wonderful to know that our loved ones who die in Christ are already, in their spirits, with the Lord and that they will be resurrected in their bodies when Christ comes again and we shall be lifted up from the earth in transformed bodies and so shall we all always be with the Lord. But how do we live in the meantime? And, as it has transpired, how have hundreds of generations of Christians had to live, waiting for the coming of the Lord? How do we today have to live while we wait for the coming of the Lord? How can we be strengthened in our faith? How can we be built up in our faith so as to be ready for him when he comes? That is the question Paul deals with in our text this morning. 

Let us look then, first of all, at THE TIME OF THE DAY. Right throughout the Church’s history there have been people telling us when Jesus is coming again despite the fact that Jesus told us quite clearly that we cannot know. The angels in heaven don't know. Not even Christ, at least as he lived on earth as the divine-human Son of God, knew. Only God knows (Matthew 24:36). Sometimes I have put this to people who have been reading the signs of the times and making their predictions and they have told me, Ah, true, Jesus did tell us we can’t know the day and hour, but we can get very close – within a few days, or within a year or two at least. Some still actually set a day and hour. Let’s not worry about them. But can we get close even? 

Paul refers in our first verse here to times and epochs. After the resurrection, in Acts 1:6, the disciples asked Jesus whether he would now restore the kingdom to Israel. Jesus said to them, It is not for you to know times or epochs. Now epochs are ages, aeons, eras, periods of time maybe even centuries long. Jesus told us we cannot know, for we are not supposed to know, God’s programme of events for this world. Sure, we know God’s programme in terms of his overall purpose, what he is going to achieve. But in terms of dates, or even a general idea of times and eras, we haven’t got a clue. And we never shall have. So Paul says straight off (verse 1), I don’t need to write anything to you about that.

The reason he doesn’t need to write anything to them about when Jesus will come again is because Jesus told us we cannot know. For you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. Just like those certain gentlemen came and relieved us of some of our household goods several years ago. We had no idea they were planning to visit our house that night. If we had, we wouldn’t have gone on holiday! 

While people are saying, Peace and safety, Paul says, then destruction will come upon them suddenly like birth pangs upon a woman with child; and they shall not escape. What exactly is Paul’s point here? I was reading this week the comments of a very good writer, generally speaking, on this subject. He said that because Jesus said he will come like a thief in the night, Jesus will come in a time of moral degeneration and spiritual darkness, because night and darkness are used as pictures of that sort of thing in Scripture. He went on to say that we now live in a time of spiritual darkness and moral degradation. Science shines its light, he said, but the world is sinking ever further into sin. We are now living in this world’s evening hours in which the darkness is oppressive.

Most of that is very true. But surely, to say that the world is in its evening hours is to think we have identified the epoch, the age of Jesus’ return. If you wanted to identify the sort of time when it would be, Paul says it will be when people are saying, Peace and safety. It could be a time like that, rather than necessarily a time of danger or great moral depravity, when Jesus comes again. Jesus spoke about this too. When people are marrying and giving in marriage, just as it was in the days of Noah, he said. The picture we get is not one of great stress and strain, but one of business as usual; a time perhaps more like Victoria’s England, when God’s in his heaven – and preferably leaving us alone, and all’s well with the world, as a poet of the time put it. The point about the thief in the night is that Jesus’ coming is completely unexpected. The only thing we know about when it will be is that we do not know when it will be. 

But Paul also says that it will bring destruction upon unbelievers and it will come upon them suddenly like birth pangs upon a woman with child; and they shall not escape. When a woman is expecting a child, there is one thing that that woman knows is going to happen to her. It is absolutely inevitable; there is no avoiding it; there is no escape from it. The agonies of giving birth, whether great or lesser, she is simply going to have to go through with, for that child can remain in her womb only so long. 

So what is the time of the Day of the Lord? We have absolutely no idea. It will be completely unexpected. But don’t think it might not happen. It is absolutely certain. As surely as once a woman is pregnant, she is going to give birth, so surely is our Lord Jesus Christ going to come again to this world.

Paul then goes on to talk, secondly, about THE CHILDREN OF THE DAY. We do not know when the Lord Jesus is coming again. But that will not catch believers out, because we do know that he is coming again. The Day of the Lord will catch unbelievers completely unawares. But not us. For we are not in darkness about this as unbelievers are. We are children of the day – in every sense of the word. We are children of the Day of the Lord – looking forward to the day of the Lord. It is our great hope; it is that which all Christians look forward to more than anything else. We are also children of the day in the sense of being children of daytime as distinct from night-time. Actually, Paul calls us all sons of the light and sons of the day. He calls us sons because it adds the idea of maturity that the word children doesn’t have.

Light in the Bible signifies knowledge and righteousness. Darkness signifies ignorance and sin. Also, a thief usually comes in the night because he can better catch people unawares. Things do not creep up on you in the daytime, especially when you are awake and alert. You can be on guard. And that is something else about Christians. They are awake and alert – because we are sons of the day, not of the night.

Now, says Paul when he talks about all this in verses 4-8, that is what you are as believers. Live like it. Don’t sleep (verse 6). That’s not our business. Be alert and be sober. In fact, how can you be alert if you’re not sober? Sleep and getting drunk are both night-time activities – or inactivities! 

Nighttime can be a frightening time. Because you can’t see what is going on. But not only can unbelievers not see what is going on. They are not even awake to the need for it. They are spiritually asleep. Paul doesn’t use the ordinary word for sleep here. He uses a word that often speaks of carelessness in sin. And he wants to include that idea also. Unbelievers are asleep in sin. They are even literally drunk often. They’re out to it. 

But we are aware. We are awake. True, we don’t know the time of the Day of the Lord, but we know it is coming. And we know too that in the meantime there is a great spiritual warfare going on in the world. We are awake to all of this. We are on watch and we are determined to stay awake so as to watch. We are sons of the day. Daytime and daytime activities are what characterise us. Therefore, be sober. Be temperate. Be self-controlled. Be in command of yourselves and your situation. Be vigilant. Be on the lookout against spiritual dangers. 

But what is very interesting is the frame of mind in which we are to do this. Be sober, Paul says in verse 8, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation. Now a breastplate and a helmet are defensive pieces of armour. They are to protect our heart and our head. But while they are defensive, they are not negative. Faith is really an all round thing. You need faith to protect you against fear as well as to go forward about our life’s work in the world, and our kingdom work. But love doesn’t look at ourselves at all. Love always looks outward either to God or to other people, both believers and unbelievers. And hope looks forward. Hope is not a fearful thing. It protects against fear, but it does so by believing in and looking forward to something greater than what we fear. So it will overcome what we fear. Or it will teach us that what we fear, sufferings in this world, for example, are not worthy to be compared with the glory which will be revealed in us when Christ comes again, Paul says somewhere else. 

Yes, indeed, for it is the hope of salvation. Of course, we already are saved. But we have our salvation still to some extent under the shadow of the cross. Sometimes we are called upon to fill up the sufferings of Christ. Paul is speaking here of the completion of our salvation, when all suffering will be done away; when not only we, but the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God; what Paul called our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies also (Romans 8:18-23).

Congregation, this is what we are. We are children – sons even – of the day because we have been delivered from the realm of darkness and delivered into the kingdom of God’s beloved Son, the kingdom of light. It is light that describes us – and therefore enlightenment and knowledge and righteousness; and wakefulness and watchfulness. But not negatively – with our heads down and our tails between our legs. But positively – by faith in he who has overcome the world; by love, not looking fearfully inwards and overwrought with worry, but reaching up to God and out to others, believer and unbeliever; and all because we have this blessed hope of great glory – to live forever with God on a new earth under the new heavens where peace and righteousness rule. How did Luther put it?
And thought this world, with devils filled, should threaten to undo us,
We will not fear, for God has willed his truth to triumph through us.
The prince of darkness grim, we tremble not for him;
His rage we can endure, for lo! his doom is sure,
												one little Word shall fell him.

That Word above all earthly powers – no thanks to them – abideth;
The Spirit and the gifts are ours through him who with us sideth.
Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also;
The body they may kill, God’s truth abideth still, his kingdom is forever.
Faith, love and hope. These will protect us against indolence – laziness; indifference – apathy, couldn’t care less; and indulgence – selfishness. Are we lazy? Are we apathetic? Are we selfish? None of these things are exactly rare! Could it be that we don’t really believe the Gospel? Could it be that we don’t really love? Could it be that we have our eyes set on earthly things rather than the blessed hope of the coming of the great and glorious Day of the Lord? Fancy making that second to anything! But brothers and sisters, we hope better things of you.
 
We don’t know the time of The Day. But we are children of The Day – and children of the light of day. And thirdly, what will be THE OUTCOME OF THE DAY? There are two outcomes. There is one for those who are of the night and of darkness, those who are asleep and who are drunk. There is another for those who are of the light and of the day, who are awake and sober, watching and alert.

One is a terrible fate. For while they are sleeping, thinking all is peace and safety, then destruction will come upon them suddenly … and they shall not escape. Now what is that destruction? It is not annihilation. It is not that when Jesus comes again to judge the world in righteousness that he will point at them and they will cease to be; they will simply not exist anymore. As human beings, we could almost wish it were. But it will not. In 2 Thessalonians 1:9, Paul tells us that those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus…will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord. The presence of the Lord. That is what we were made for – to live in fellowship and friendship with our maker. That is what believers have now and are looking forward to enjoying fully. And God will live among them and they shall be his people and he will be their God, John tells us. In my flesh I shall see God, said Job. Eternal separation from the presence of the Lord, that is destruction. 

Congregation, will that be the doom of any of us? That is a terrible thought. Never-ending loneliness! Never-ending suffering. Never-ending recriminations – oh, if only I had listened! If only I had believed! If only I had been serious and cut off some silly trifling toy of this life that I valued more highly than the eternal God himself; than the Son of heaven who loved sinful and selfish people like me so much as to give himself over to a cruel death on a cross, to put himself into the hands of his absolutely holy Father pouring out his eternal and infinite anger at sin and rebellion. To think: I despised that! No wonder Jesus said, And there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Is that really the eternity you want? For God is holy. He bears in implacable opposition to all evil. He holds off the judgement for now. But the day will come when he will release the floodgates and those who disobey the Gospel will be swept away forever. And forever being aware they are being swept away. Forever suffering torment. I plead with you: why will you die when the Lord calls you?  Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved.

The other outcome is a blessed deliverance. A joyful consummation and greater ecstasy than all true joys and blessings believers enjoy in this life. At Thy right hand are pleasures forevermore. This is what we believers look forward to. For God has not destined us for wrath – for eternal destruction, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ who died for us that, whether we are awake or asleep – in the sense now of chapter 4:13-18, not the bad sense of earlier on in chapter 5 – whether we are asleep in Christ or alive when he comes, we may live together with him. 

Instead, for us, the Lord has a great banquet prepared, an eternal banquet of one sort or another. And if we are ready, if we have been awake and sober and have lived under the breastplate of faith and love, with the helmet, the hope of salvation, he will say to us, Good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your Lord.

Therefore, brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, by way of CONCLUSION, encourage (or comfort, it is translated in 4:18) with these words, and build up one another, just as you also are doing (verse 9).

In those last verses of chapter 4, Paul gave them comfort about their loved ones who had died in Christ. They would not miss out on the coming of the Lord in any way at all. So be comforted. But we are not just to be Christians in the congregation, thinking about ourselves. We are to be filled with faith, love and hope and all three of these things reach beyond ourselves. They reach out to each other. They also reach out to the world round about us. They think about bringing the kingdom of God to the rest of the world. 

So we need not only comfort. We need also to build one another up in our faith. We need to make each other stronger. We need to make each other more equipped. We are to grow up into mature Christians, even into the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ (Ephesians 4). We have the sure hope of the great and blessed Day of the Lord. For us it will bring the completion of our salvation. We are children – no, we are sons, we are mature children of The Day and the daytime – of light and righteousness. Watch. Be sober and in control. Be ready. Be working, strengthening each other. And parents, be working every day to bring your children to faith in Jesus Christ also. I often hear parents talk about how their children are doing well – with their studies, or with their 'careers.' So what, really, about our prospects for this life. ‘Tis only what’s done for Christ will last. What about their eternal souls? What about where they are with the Lord?

So let us get alongside each other and strengthen each other. Let us pray for each other to strengthen each other. For we are on the winning side, that is for sure. We have been delivered from a great and terrible fate. Our resurrection and hence our full salvation are as sure as Jesus’ resurrection. For God has appointed us to that. He has destined us to that from eternity past. Encourage one another brothers and sisters. And build one another up. Just as you also are doing.																Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 26th October, 2003.

