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With my remarks today, I’ll be bringing our survey of I Thessalonians to a close and I hope you 

all have learned along with me about what most scholars think is the oldest book in our New 

Testament.  I want to thank Denise Aanenson for agreeing to continue the series for me last week 

so that I could close it out today just in time for “Christ the King Sunday” next week followed by 

the first Sunday in Advent on December 3.  I’m looking forward to starting the new liturgical 

year and closing out an exceptionally busy calendar year.  The coming liturgical year will be a 

new experience for me in a couple of ways – I’ll be preaching from a different lectionary (and 

I’ll have more to say about that in a couple of weeks) and it will be my first year among you as a 

single-vocation pastor.  No more updates on what I’m doing in my “other” job.  No more weird 

schedule quirks.  It should be fun! 

 

As we pick up with the final chapter of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, I want to be sure 

that we are taking into consideration a piece of the context of this letter and the community to 

whom it is addressed which I’ve not yet mentioned – although Denise may have done so last 

week.  At the time of Jesus’ resurrection and ascension in A.D. 30 or thereabouts, there was a 

pretty general expectation among his followers that his return would quite soon, certainly within 

their lifetimes.  Indeed, although he did not hang a sign on the carpenter shop in Nazareth with 

“Be Right Back!” and a little clock face with movable hands, there is a fair amount of evidence 

in the Gospels that Jesus also expected that his return would not be long delayed.  Scholars 

wrangle to this day over who expected what and when but Paul and the other missionary apostles 

would have been spreading the Good News with some urgency, especially in the early days. 

 

But as we see in this short letter, there are beginning to be doubts and questions about what’s 

taking Jesus so long.  Although the history of the church in Thessalonica is still relatively short, 

believers have begun to die, as people do, and yet the Lord has not come.  Clearly there is some 

confusion if not outright consternation about what this means and Paul offers some comfort for 

those who grieve the loss of loved ones in chapter four. 

 

Questions about loved ones who are “sleeping the big sleep” aside, however, if we are to 

understand what this letter meant to its original recipients we must put ourselves into their 

mindset of fervent expectations.  I don’t think I have to prove to anyone here this morning that 

human nature leads us to behave and react differently when we think time is running out versus 

when we believe we have all the time in the world.  Since we are in the throes of football season 

as well as the beginning of the basketball season, I’ll call your attention to how teams perform 

differently as the clock winds down on the half or the game.  Football fans all recognize the 

importance of the “two-minute drill,” when, after the warning is given, the team that is behind in 

the score will completely alter their offensive philosophy to attempt to catch up before time runs 

out.  Likewise, the last few minutes in college and professional basketball games have become 

infamous for lasting many multiples of the “official” clock as time outs are called for strategizing 

or simply for saving precious seconds bringing the ball down the court.  These moments in a 

game are in stark contrast to the relatively relaxed, standard routines one sees earlier in the game. 

 

By the same token, we need to imagine how intent the Thessalonian believers would have been 

about preparing themselves and their neighbors for what they expected to be the immanent return 

of Jesus, revealed as King of Kings and issuing in the Day of the Lord.  In the ensuing millennia, 

most Christians have gotten pretty lackadaisical about a literal Parousia (that’s a good 50-cent 
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seminary word for Christ’s coming again).  If we still believe in such an eventuality at all, we 

certainly aren’t looking for it in the next five minutes, five years, or even five generations. 

 

Now, I’m not going to stand up here this morning and warn you all that the Day of the Lord is 

upon us and castigate you for a failure in excitement or a lack of effort or any other such thing.  

But I do think we should consider what we’ve lost along with those fervent expectations of the 

early Church.  You see, by consigning the Second Advent to some sort of fairy-tale future, we 

have done exactly what Paul warned the Thessalonians not to do – we’ve fallen asleep.  I’m not 

using that phrase the way Paul does in chapter four, when he’s actually talking about those who 

have died but has he does here in chapter five.  We’ve settled in, we’ve gotten comfortable, and 

we’ve let the darkness close in around us because, after all, that’s what’s supposed to happen, 

right?  And that is right, if we are thinking of the natural order of the rotation of our little ball of 

rock and water as it revolves around the sun. 

 

But if Paul, trained as a rabbi by Gamaliel, one of the greatest of them all, is doing what rabbis 

do and speaking metaphorically, then we’re dealing with a whole different set of concepts.  If we 

understand Jesus as the Light of the World and ourselves as children of the light, then we can 

understand that we are not to accept the darkness and sleep and do all those other things that 

folks do at night but that rather we are to stay awake and shed as much light in the darkness as 

we possibly can.  If you will permit me to quote myself from a few weeks ago, we are to “stay 

woke,” alert to the injustice and systemic evil in the world and calling it out for what it is, 

working against it in any way we can. 

 

At the Seattle Baptist Union meeting yesterday morning, Connie spoke of her personal struggle 

with being constantly aware of God as “Present Spirit.”  I mention that because it played into 

things I was already thinking about as regards this passage.  I think the “wakefulness” that Paul 

writes about here, the “woke-ness” that our younger brothers and sisters call for, is a 

manifestation of the expectation that the Day of the Lord, the Kingdom of God, the Coming 

Again of Jesus is upon us.  I’m not speaking now of the End of Time, the Eschaton as Christian 

theologians call it or, to cite a current hit at the cinemas, the Ragnarok of Norse mythology.  

What I mean is that personal crisis point that comes to individuals as we continually make 

decisions for the path of love or the path of selfishness, the sometimes hard and stony path of 

integrity or the always easy path of convenience.  Although I grew up with and still honor the 

concept that a point of decision comes to each of us in which we accept the Lordship of Jesus in 

our lives once and for the rest of our lives, I have also come to be aware that if we are truly 

present in our own lives, moment by moment, we may experience the critical choosing of our 

path every day and even multiple times in a day.  As the great Buddhist philosopher Thich Nhat 

Hanh has written, “Life is available only in the present moment… the past is gone, the future is 

not yet here, and if we do not go back to ourselves in the present moment, we cannot be in touch 

with life.” 

 

I do not mean to imply here that we can sleep through our alarm, so to speak.  While it is 

certainly true that none of us can maintain an attitude of wakefulness at every moment of every 

day, we are not therefore in danger of losing our status as children of light.  We are not called to 

stay awake out of fear but to do our part in bringing light to the world.  As Paul writes to the 
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Thessalonians, “God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him.” 

 

Like any good teacher, Paul not only sets forth to the Thessalonians his overall lesson about 

staying awake but also gives them examples, good and bad, on how that lesson plays out in 

everyday life.  As he builds up good examples in his run up to the verses on our bulletin cover 

this morning (“Hold fast to what is good”), I’m gratified to be able to say that I find this 

congregation to be a great example of those who live out Paul’s advice to his Thessalonian 

friends.  “Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.”  

Check.  “…respect those who labor among you, and have charge of you in the Lord and 

admonish you; esteem them very highly in love because of their work.”  As we prepare together 

for me to be your full-time pastor after nearly 13 years of bivocational work, I can’t tell you how 

grateful I am for this mark of your love and esteem.  Indeed, I can honestly say that throughout 

these years of our ministry together, including the occasional ups and downs, I have always felt 

that you all held Connie and me and our children in your hearts.  It is a great blessing to be your 

pastor.  “Be at peace among yourselves… admonish the idlers, encourage the faint hearted, help 

the weak, be patient with all of them. See that none of you repays evil for evil, but always seek to 

do good to one another and to all.  Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all 

circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  My friends, when I hear from 

colleagues who are plagued by divisiveness in their congregations or by gossips or church folk 

who are just plain mean as snakes, I think of you all and count my blessings.  Truly all of you are 

working at living in the light and staying awake. 

 

Paul gives much shorter shrift in this chapter to negative examples in this regard.  “Do not 

quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets… abstain from every form of evil.”  He 

actually is more specific in chapter 4 and, despite the fact that you heard a very good preacher on 

that passage last week, I want to take just a few minutes to refer back to part of it.  In chapter 

four, Paul specifically calls out sexual impropriety in order, as he writes, “that no one wrong or 

exploit a brother or sister in this matter.”  Given the headlines of the past few weeks and my 

continual mindfulness of the exhortation that preachers should preach “with the Bible in one 

hand and the newspaper in the other,” I feel that I must comment on the recent spate of 

revelations of bad behavior in the wake of the #metoo campaign. 

 

First of all, on behalf of my gender, I feel moved to apologize to every woman present.  Ladies, 

you have been subject for decades, and your sisters for centuries, to a constant, low-level or 

worse, parade of abuse, scorn, and derision.  Gentlemen, we have to do better.  Whether we have 

been guilty of any of this behavior or not, we must stand up and be loud and accurate about why 

these actions and words cannot and shall not stand.  We must be sure that our sons, nephews, 

younger cousins, grandsons, protégés, and all other men who will be influenced by us understand 

that we will not countenance such behavior and why.  And we must rise immediately to the 

defense of any woman who is thus abused in our presence or whose treatment we discover after 

the fact. 

 

Secondly, me, too.  Some of the same things that happen to women and girls can happen to little 

boys, too, and I have such an incident in my past.  Fortunately for me, I was in a situation where 

I could retreat and find help before much happened.  I’m not even entirely sure I was fully aware 
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at the time of just what was going on.  I just knew I’d been made uncomfortable and that I 

wanted it to stop.  But I know many, many people who were not as fortunate in their 

circumstances as I was and who bear the shame and guilt of sexual abuse to this day.  If you 

know people who’ve had those experiences, and I’m sure that you do, these are the ones whom 

Paul calls us to encourage, to comfort, and to help.  As I’ve said in relation to domestic violence, 

if you have been a victim, I am here to help, on behalf of this church and on behalf of our Loving 

Creator who made each of us as unique and valued children, pearls of great price in God’s 

kingdom. 

 

Thirdly, before we rush to judgment on the men who have been outed for one or multiple 

infractions of a sexual nature, let us remember that we have all fallen in one way or another and 

remember that we are called to forgive and to restore to community.  That does not mean 

overlooking their behavior.  Those who have transgressed must be accountable to their victims.  

But, as I know, politicians and actors are easy targets.  They live big, public lives and we 

sometimes hold them to standards we do not expect from anyone else.  Once sincere apologies 

are made, once those who have been hurt are assuaged, once true repentance has been shown, we 

are called to healing. 

 

We must also, again, without excusing hurtful behavior, consider the factors in our society and in 

private lives which have encouraged improprieties related to sexuality.  As revulsion, some of it 

faux, has spread about the legendary “casting couches” of Hollywood, I’ve been reminded of an 

incident that happened to me about 23 years ago.  I was in my third year at A.D. Players, a 

professional but non-union theatre company in Houston founded some 25 years previously with 

a Christian mission.  Every actor in town knew that the Players were a bunch of Christians, and 

relatively conservative ones at that.  Many artists who worked the non-Equity circuit wouldn’t 

work with us because of it.  So, when I auditioned apprentices or for roles in shows I was 

directing, it wasn’t unusual for actors to share a favorite Bible verse or hymn with me or ask me 

to pray for them, for their sick relative, and so on. 

 

When I was casting for “To Kill a Mockingbird,” which was the last mainstage show I directed 

for the Players, I had auditions appointments set up for two or three days at our rehearsal hall in 

the building that also contained my office and several others and the costume shop.  Either my 

stage manager, my assistant director, or both were to be with me as we heard a parade of actors 

deliver their prepared monologues.  It was routine.  For the last day of the scheduled auditions, I 

knew my assistant couldn’t be with me.  Then, the day before, my stage manager told me that 

she, too, had a conflict.  Did I want to reschedule or cancel the last two appointments so that the 

stage manager could assist me?  I decided, unwisely, not to do so.  There wasn’t enough time to 

notify the actors, I didn’t want to extend the auditions another day, etc.  That meant I would see 

the last two or three auditions by myself. 

 

In the event, two of the three went fine.  It was the last one where things got strange.  A perfectly 

competent young actress gave her audition.  We were alone together in a room about the length 

of this one, although wider and with a two story ceiling to accommodate a balcony at one end.  

So that I could judge her voice, I had her stand at the far end of the room while I sat at a table 

near the door.  I remember thinking that her choice of clothing, while not unusual, was more 

revealing than I usually saw at A. D. Players.  I also remember thinking that her sexually charged 
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monologue, from a produced play of some repute, was also an odd choice for both A.D. Players 

and for the roles for which she might be considered.  But it wasn’t until her audition was over 

that I started to get alarmed.  When she came to the table to take her leave, she bent over to take 

my hand, displaying, as we used to say, “what her mama gave her.”  As I began, somewhat 

nervously now, to give her the standard talk about what a pleasure it had been to hear her, how 

much talent had auditioned, how difficult my choices would be, etc., she launched into a rather 

passionate and rather suggestive speech about how much she wanted the part, wanted to work 

closely with me, etc.  There wasn’t much doubt about her subtext – she was at least that good an 

actress.  I managed to usher her politely out.  Needless to say, she didn’t get cast. 

 

I’m not telling you that story to burnish my credentials as a good guy or to bring shame on that 

young actress, whose name, by the way, I don’t remember.  But I do want us to consider what it 

means that such behavior had and has been so normative in that industry that she would consider 

it an appropriate tactic to get a job at an avowedly Christian company from an avowedly 

Christian director.  I hope that at some point that she learned from family or friends that her self-

worth was not measured by jobs she could get through the devaluing of her body and herself.  

And I pray that we and Christians around the world would not only be forthright in condemning 

such a mind-set but effective in providing an alternative, whether in the entertainment industry, 

for politicians, or for men and women of any walk of life. 

 

My sisters and brothers, the words of Paul to the church in Thessalonica call out to us just as if 

they’d been written yesterday rather than some 1960 years ago.  Our world still needs simple, 

direct lessons in how to live and how not to live.  The world still needs us to be present to them, 

mindful of our calling and excited about what we can do.  So, “May the God of peace sanctify 

you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming 

of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this. Beloved, pray for 

us.  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.”  Amen. 

 


