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And do this, understanding the present time. The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 
The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 
Let us behave decently, as in the day​time, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 
Rather, clothe your​selves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.


The Declaration of Independence talks about our rights to “life, liber​ty, and the pursuit of happiness.”  It is significant that the Decla​ration does not specify our right to happiness, but to “the pursuit of happi​ness,” the chasing after of happiness, the attempt to find happiness.  People don’t often find real happiness, but they have the right, so says the Decla​ration of Independence, to pursue that happiness.  And for many these days, the pursuit of happiness has meant buying lottery tickets.


I stumbled across a study of the happiness levels of lottery winners compared to ordinary people.  As much as they could measure such a thing as happiness, they found that lottery winners were no happier than ordinary people.  Winning the lottery had a huge impact on their lives, and they com​pared lottery winners also to others who have experienced huge impacts on their lives, such as those who have gone through a tragedy.  Although not the same, they found their happiness levels to be similar.  It was the simple plea​sures of life, like talking to a friend, where the lottery winners really came up short.  But, according to the Declaration of Independence, there are a lot of Americans who have the right to pursue happiness by buying lottery tickets.


Perhaps those who don’t buy lottery tickets should just sleep through the whole thing.  Wake me up when it’s over, and there is news about some​thing else in the world besides the lottery winners.  Of course, that would mean more news about Black Friday and Cyber Monday and other sales markers on the path to Christmas.  Many decorations for Christmas are up and turned on now that Thanksgiving is past.  Sappy Christmas music has come back on the air.  Maybe we should just sleep through that too.


We know, of course, that Christmas primarily means the celebration of what Jesus did for us when He was born in Bethlehem.  He came to be our Savior.  We celebrate His first coming at Christmas.  At least if we can see past the wrapping paper, we try to remember Jesus.  And at the same time we are reminded that He has promised to return.  He came once in Bethlehem and He will come again “in a cloud with power and great glory,” Lk21v27, as Jesus said in our Gospel reading.  Could we just sleep through that?


What Scripture tells us elsewhere about Jesus’ return on the Last Day would indicate that we could not sleep through that.  It will be too noisy.  Paul writes that “the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God.” 1Th4v16.  No one has ever suggested that arch​angels have small voices.  If anyone is sleeping when Jesus returns for the Last Day, Jesus will wake them up.  We can’t sleep through that.


Although we all need plenty of sleep, the apostle Paul writes, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber.”  He is not talking about the physical sleep which our bodies need so much of.  Rather, he is talking about a kind of spiritual sleep which has become very common.  This kind of spiritual sleep allows a person to go all the way through Christ​mas without ever seeing Jesus.  It is the kind of sleep that will allow a per​son to be totally surprised and caught completely off guard when Jesus does return for the Last Day.


Paul writes, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.”  Paul uses the word “salvation” as the reason for us to wake up spiritually.  “Our salvation” means that we are saved, that we are being saved, that we need to be saved from something.  When a person falls off an ocean liner, even if there are no sharks around, that person needs saving; they need the rope to be thrown to them so they can be pulled back on board.  They know that they need saving and they welcome the attempts to save them.


Many today don’t realize that they need saving.  They think that they are doing just fine for themselves.  There are many things they would like to change in life and in their own lives, but they are working at it.  Just be patient with me, I’m not done fixing myself up yet.  If they don’t realize that they need saving, then they don’t see any need for a Savior.  If Christmas is all about the birth of the Savior, they think it is a Savior they don’t need; perhaps other people do, but not them.


Paul talks about some of the things in our lives that point out our need for being saved.  He calls them “the deeds of darkness,” that is, the things that are done in the dark so that no one will see them, the things that come from the dark lord, the prince of darkness.  Paul writes, “Let us be​have decently, as in the day​time, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.”  Paul seems to have a pretty good idea of what will make a popular TV show when he talks about “orgies and drunkenness.”  He seems to know all about our American practice of making an end run around marriage when he talks about “sexual immorality.”  He knows about the times when people feel that they just have to cut loose when he talks about “debauchery,” a lack of self-control, wild abandon.  When he lists “dissension and jea​lousy,” we might think about the quarrels on Black Friday.  This year some​one captured video of a Black Friday fight as one guy chases another across the store with his fist raised.  Finally, Paul tacks on a summary statement, “Do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.”


That’s only the list within our text.  Paul begins, “And do this, un​der​standing the present time.”  The “this” we are to do refers to what Paul had talked about earlier in this chapter of his letter to the Romans.  He talked about civil obedience to the government, concluding, “Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.” Ro13v5.  He added, “This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing.” Ro13v6.  He wrote, “The commandments, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ ‘Do not covet,’ and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” Ro13v9.

These laws of God are stated primarily so that we will see our guilt before God.  We have done what God said not to do.  We have not done what God said to do.  The punishment is much worse than being thrown off an oceanliner when sharks are present.  We need the “salvation” our Savior Jesus has brought to us.  He has taken our place and done all of God’s law for us.  He has even taken the penalty of death on the cross for us.  He has brought us full forgiveness for our sins.


But even more than that.  Paul writes, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.”  Paul writes about this “salvation” as some​thing in the future.  It is clearly something in the past, done for us already by Jesus, but it is also something in the future, something still coming, some​thing still to be brought by Jesus.  He has saved us from the punishment of sin and He will save us from the presence of sin.  There is still sin in our lives and we suffer the consequences.  There is still sin in other people’s lives, and we suffer the consequences of that.  But the day is coming soon when Jesus will also save us from the presence and consequences of sin.


We call it Judgment Day or the Last Day.  Some think the Mayans thought it would be December 21.  Please be reassured that Jesus is in charge of that day, not the Mayans, not any sensationalist writers now.  Jesus will return on the day He has chosen, at the time He has chosen, and no human being has any control over that day or any advance knowledge of that day.  It is the next great event in the world’s history, far more signifi​cant than any Black Friday or Cyber Monday or Powerball jackpot.  It is the day when we will take up permanent residence in the home we will never again need to leave, unlike any home we have ever lived in here.


That is what Paul means when he writes, “And do this, under​stan​ding the present time.”  He tells us to do what He has written about the government, about taxes, about God’s other commandments, “understan​ding the present time,” that is, knowing what time it is.  It is not just the countdown to Christmas; it is not just so and so many more shopping days; it is not only a time to remember Jesus’ love in coming down to cold Beth​lehem for us.  It is also the time that is shortly before Jesus’ second coming to Bethlehem and the rest of the world.  We are to do these things with Jesus’ second coming in mind.


That is the way in which God often talks about His commandments.  He does most certainly talk about His commandments as something we must do, or else.  But He also talks about His commandments as something that we want to do.  He also tells us many things that can make us want to do His commandments.  Since Jesus is coming, he says, dedicate your life to preparing for His arrival, for everything in life will be different after that.  “Do this, understanding the present time.… Let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. Let us behave decently, as in the day​time.… Clothe your​selves with the Lord Jesus Christ.”


If anyone is asleep spiritually, it is time to wake up.  It is time to be alert and ready for Jesus’ return.  We don’t need to buy any tickets to be ready for Jesus’ return, for He has already gone “to prepare a place for us.”  Amen.
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