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       “Staying Awake”    
       1 Thessalonians 5:4-6, 12-24 

December 13, 2020 
       Rev. David Hutchinson 
 

 It’s been a long time since I wanted to stay awake at night.  

 When I go to sleep these days, I hope to clear my mind and fall asleep. 

  The sooner I fall asleep the better. 

  And if I’m really having a good night, I stay asleep, more or less until morning. 

   But that’s not always what happens. 

   There is plenty to worry about these days - - and things that keep me up. 

   I would love to be able to fall asleep now, like I did when I was 10! 

 Back then, though, I often tried to stay awake. 

  At a sleep over with friends… 

  Or of course, while waiting for the tooth fairy, or Santa Claus. 

 Either way, staying awake is about time. 

  It’s late, and it’s time to go to sleep. 

  And either we do - - or we don’t. 

 The scripture readings for advent have also been concerned with time. 

  In Jesus time, believers waited for Jesus return to set things right. 

  They believed in a time - - in the near future - - when this would happen. 

   Last week we read that Peter described this time by saying: 

   “Like a thief in the night” 

 Paul describes it the same way in his letter to the Thessalonians. 

According to BOTH Peter and Paul - - God’s sense of time is different than ours. 

  Jesus will return to set things right, but… 
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God will make things right through Jesus - - but to US that will seem like a LONG time. 

 God’s sense of time is different. 

 So - - keep AWAKE! 

And looked at from this way of thinking - - staying awake - - IS about TIME. 

 The question is: 

 Can we - - stay awake - - for a long enough time?   

  Can we stay awake - - UNTIL - - Jesus returns? 

 The problem is - - we don’t have God’s sense of time. 

  So - - it’s difficult - - because really - - how long can anyone stay awake?! 

   It’s been more than 2000 years since Jesus was born in a manger. 

 Could it be - - that staying awake is - - about something ELSE? 

  Maybe staying awake - - is not about how long we can stand it. 

  Maybe staying awake - - is not about time. 

 I think there are HINTS of another way of looking at it - - in Paul’s letter.  

  So let’s look more closely at the scripture reading for today. 

  Chapter 5 of - - 1 Thessalonians… 

 Could it be that in this part of the Bible - - Paul is urging believers to - - stay awake - - to 

one another - - and to stay awake - - to good in the world?   /   Stay awake to God’s presence 

here among us NOW - - not just waiting for God to arrive - - at some point in the future… 

 I think that is it. 

 Let’s look at the reading more closely and see… 

 At the beginning of chapter 5 Paul uses that same image Peter used, of a “thief in the 

night” to describe - - the second coming of Jesus.      
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When this happens - - according to Paul - - those who live in what Paul describes as 

“darkness” - - will be surprised - - and those who live in the “light” of Christ - - will experience 

salvation.  /   But - - - right after that - - - Paul encourages humility! 

Don’t be proud of being a “son of light” and exclude others, Paul says. 

 Instead - - build each other up - - and be at peace among yourselves. 

 Encourage the fainthearted - - and help the weak - - Paul says.  

  Test everything and hold fast to what is good. 

 It seems that the thing we need to stay awake to - - is one another! 

  The thing we need to stay awake to is - - peace and prayer - - faith and love. 

 Remember what we discovered last week: angels can fall - - and thieves can reform. 

  We don’t know - - exactly what is in the heart of another. 

  And outward appearances can deceive us. 

 In another letter, to the Corinthians, Paul wrote this: 

  “God chose the foolish to shame the wise… 

   …God chose the weak - - to shame the strong” 

  “God chose what is low and despised” - - so that - - no one would BOAST! 

 So stay humble about yourself - - and if you boast - - boast about God. 

 That’s Paul’s advice. 

  And I think his call to humility - - is about staying awake to each other. 

  Staying awake to what is good - - and pure - - and faithful. 

  Because that’s what gets overlooked - - in this crazy world. 

 All that stuff that keeps us awake at night - - is a distraction - - from God. 

 And if we stay awake to God - - we just might SLEEP better! 
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 Imagine - - God’s call to wakefulness - - helping you sleep better! 

  It is at least - - something to consider. 

 And it is what leads me to encourage us to make this Advent time - - a time for humility. 

  On November 29 we considered how to make this a time of thanksgiving. 

  Last week it was a time of patience. 

  Today - - a time for humility. 

  Humility in the face of what God is doing in the world. 

   In spite of all appearances - - God IS making things right - - in time. 

   That’s the faith of the apostles. 

   And it is our call from these texts - - in this Advent time. 

 Humility is not something many of us come by naturally. 

 We often seek recognition - - for our accomplishments and successes. 

  And we try to downplay our weaknesses. 

 I remember a time when I lived in Pennsylvania - - and I saw the NAME of my 

hometown in Iowa - - in the newspaper.  /   It caught my eye - - of course! 

 The Pittsburgh paper - - mentioning Indianola, Iowa! 

 It was kind of a thrill - - and I looked forward to being proud of my hometown. 

  I could boast about whatever the article mentioned - - to my friends… 

  Or so I thought. 

 I began to read the article - - hoping it was something really good. 

 It’s not that often that a small town like I’m from - - get’s in a big paper like that. 

  Do you know what it was? 

  It was embarrassing - - of course. 
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 The only time my hometown makes the news - - and it’s about weird license plates. 

 People in Indianola, Iowa were turning their license plates back in. 

  In droves. 

  They wanted to exchange them. 

 The reason was that the PREFIXES - - randomly generated - - happened to spell the word 

“SOW” - - like a female pig.  /   S – O – W.  /   And people didn’t want to drive around with the 

word “sow” on their car. 

 Maybe they were afraid people would think they were vanity plates. 

  No one would CHOOSE to be marked as a sow - - right? 

  In the nation’s foremost HOG farming - - pork producing - - state. 

 Anyway - - humility - - doesn’t always come naturally. 

 Theologian N. T. Wright - - who has been our guide through this Advent season - - was 

reflecting on this and told a story about the former Archbishop of Canterbury.  /   Cosmo Gordon 

Lang - - was Archbishop from 1928 – 1942.  /   At that time there was no retirement age for an 

Archbishop - - but he decided to leave the office - - because he felt he was becoming frail and 

would be better to let someone else do the job. 

 He described his decision saying this… 

 His real fear, which one might have hoped an archbishop had outgrown, was: 

  “Having been Somebody, I shall now be Nobody” 

 In a world of somebodies - - and nobodies - - Wright says - - every human being bears 

the likeness of God.  /  God did NOT intend for there to be “somebodies” and “nobodies”.  

 The cult of fame has reached the absurd point that - - these days - - some people are 

famous - - just for being famous! 
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Paul’s letter reminds us that even though the world is full of people who think of 

themselves as wise and noble and well known - - “But God…” he wrote… 

 The world tells us one thing - - - but God - - - tells us another. 

 Unfortunately - - for much of the time - - what God is saying doesn’t come naturally. 

 I heard about a man who was preparing pancakes for his two sons. 

 Kevin was 7 and Ryan was 6.  /   The boys began to argue about who would get the 

FIRST pancake.  /   And their father saw what he hoped would be a teaching moment… 

 An opportunity for a moral lesson… 

  A moment to impart some wisdom… 

 SO the father said: 

  “If Jesus were sitting here - - do you know what Jesus would say?” 

  “Jesus - - would say - - let my brother have the first pancake” 

   “I can wait for my brother” 

 As his son Kevin listened to his father he seemed to think of something… 

 Kevin turned to his younger brother and said: 

  “Hey Ryan - - you be Jesus”! 

 It doesn’t come naturally to us - - much of the time. 

 Which - - is why - - Paul encourages us to stay awake. 

  Stay awake to one another. 

  Stay awake to the good in the world. 

  Stay awake - - to what God is REALLY doing. 

   Stay awake - - and you just might sleep better tonight! 

  


