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I Thessalonians 5:1-11 
 
First Thessalonians, written between 50 and 51 A.D., is the earliest of Paul’s preserved 
letters and the oldest Christian document in existence. Paul wrote it to encourage and 
reassure the Christians in Thessalonica, who were suffering persecution. In it he urges 
them to persevere and to remain vigilant, to keep the faith as they wait in hope for the 
return of Christ. 
 
When Paul refers to the “day of the Lord,” he is referring to the end of history when 
Christ will come again. The Second Coming of Christ is one of five so-called “Last 
Things” that the Christian tradition claims will occur in the End Times: the Second 
Coming of Christ, the resurrection of the dead, the last judgment, the defeat of evil, and 
the final renewal of Creation.  
 
Scripture passages that describe these “Last Things” are imaginative attempts at 
envisioning how the cosmic story will eventually end, just as the Creation stories in 
Genesis are imaginative attempts at envisioning how the cosmic story first began. Such 
stories are necessarily speculative. They attempt to envision the end of history -- 
something we can’t know anything about with any certainty. 
 
How things will end is of special interest to Christians, because it appears to us that 
God in Christ has some unfinished business to attend to. For example, we say that 
Christ came to reconcile us with God, with one another, and with Creation. And we 
claim that this reconciliation has already been accomplished by Christ’s life, death, and 
resurrection. But our contemporary human experience shows us that we are still 
alienated from God, still fighting among ourselves, and still destroying God’s Creation. 
That reconciliation is not yet a reality. Similarly, we say that Jesus came to overcome 
sin, evil, and death, and that this already has been accomplished. But we see sin, evil, 
and death all around us. They are not yet overcome. We find ourselves living in the “in-
between time,” between the “already” and the “not yet.” And so we want to know 
when and how humanity will truly be reconciled with God. When and how will sin, 
evil, and death really be overcome? When and how will the reign of God that Jesus 
promised finally be fulfilled? 
 
Our Christian hope is that in the end God’s purposes for all creation will be fulfilled 
and that God’s reign of justice and peace will triumph over evil.  
 
But when? When will Christ come again? Paul had no timetable for Christ’s return. 
Without a timetable, Paul could only conclude that the “day of the Lord” would come 
suddenly, without warning, “like a thief in the night.”  
 
Well, here we are, almost 2,000 years later, and the final coming of Christ still lies in the 
future. When will Christ come again? No one knows.  
 



We continue to live in the “in-between time,” between the “already” and the “not yet.” 
And so, we are left with the question of what we do in the meantime, while we wait for 
Christ to come again.  
 
Paul counsels the Thessalonians, and us, to “not fall asleep” but to “keep awake and be 
sober.” We are to “keep alert!” We are to “keep awake!” Life is too precious, too 
wondrous, too miraculous, for us to sleep through it, oblivious to what is going on 
around us. We need to keep awake, lest history becomes something that simply 
happens to us, not the drama that we ourselves can help to shape. We need to live 
responsible, fully conscious lives. 
 
I don’t know how many of you are familiar with the poet, Mary Oliver. There is a 
passage in her poem entitled “Sometimes” that offers “Instructions for living a life: Pay 
attention. Be astonished. Tell about it.” I think that’s a wonderful elaboration of what it 
means to “keep awake.” Pay attention to what is going on in your life and in the world. 
Be astonished by the vastness of God’s creation, the miracle of life, and the richness of 
human culture. And share what you see and experience with others. 
 
Paul also counsels the Thessalonians to “put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for 
a helmet the hope of salvation.” Paul is saying that we must be prepared to struggle not 
“against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places,” as Paul puts it in his letter to the Ephesians. These are the spiritual 
and material forces that delude us into thinking that we deserve our position in life 
(whether we hold a position of privilege or a position of powerlessness) and that our 
current social order is the only one possible. These are the forces that tell us that some 
people are worth more than other people. These are the forces that underlie the many 
forms of domination and oppression: sexism, heterosexism, cisgenderism, classism, 
racism, colorism, ableism, lookism, sizeism, ageism, nativism, colonialism. These are the 
forces that use propaganda, such as the Roman Empire’s slogan “peace and security,” 
or the more contemporary slogan “law and order,” to make systems of domination and 
oppression sound good. 
 
As Christians, we are called to fight against these powers and principalities. As the 
world-renowned New Testament scholar, Dr. Johan Christiaan Beker, once put it, 
“God’s plan for the world engages the Christian in a battle against the present 
structures of the world.” 
 
In this battle for justice, for equity, for a domination-free order, we are to equip 
ourselves, not with traditional military weapons, not with guns and ammo, but with 
unconventional weapons, with spiritual weapons, those of faith, hope, and love.  
 
And in this struggle we can find strength in the knowledge that “God has destined us 
not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” That’s the 
good news that Paul gives to the Thessalonians and to us. It is a word of hope with 
which to encourage one another and build each other up. 
 
We trust that one day Christ will come again, but we don’t know when. So we watch 
and we wait in hopeful expectation of Christ’s return. There is no need for fear or panic. 
We are destined for salvation. All we need do is live each day as Christ’s faithful 
servants -- to so live that it does not matter when he comes. It is our noble task to make 



each day of our lives fit for Christ to see. We must be ready at any moment to meet 
Christ face to face. All of life becomes preparation for that fateful encounter. 
 
We dare not become complacent, thinking that because Christ hasn’t returned up to 
now, we have plenty of time. Christ could come back at this very moment. Or he might 
not return for another millennium. In the end, what is important is not when Christ will 
return, or what will happen in the Last Days, but what happens in the here and now on 
earth. Living in the “in-between time,” between the “already” and the “not yet,” ideally 
means living as though the reign of God has already been established. It means living as 
a sign of God’s kingdom in and for the world -- doing justice, loving kindness, and 
walking humbly with God. It means living fully in the present moment -- not worrying 
about the future or dwelling on the past, but seeking first the kingdom of God and 
God’s righteousness. 
 
When Christ does return, he’ll want to know what we’ve been doing. He’ll want to 
know whether we’ve furthered the work of his movement. What matters is what we do. 
What matters is how we live, not when or how the Second Coming occurs. What 
matters is that we watch and wait in hopeful expectation of Christ’s return, living each 
day of our lives in love and service to others as Christ would have us do. 
 
May it be so. Amen. 
 


