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Endtime, 2006

Text:  1 Thessalonians 5:1-11
Jesus has given you superhuman powers.
1. The ability to resist every evil

2. Control over all your senses

3. Control over all your actions

Preached:  November 19, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Superman is one of my favorite characters from the movies. I like him because as Clark Kent he is one of the humblest, most unassuming guys. He’s downright shy, doesn’t have an ego at all. But when called upon, he can do the most superhuman things. When Lex Luthor tries to destroy the world for his own selfish purposes, Superman can save airplanes that are spinning out of control and bring them to a safe landing in the middle of Yankee Stadium. When bridges collapse, he can use his body to span the gap of railroad that has fallen away and let a careening train pass over his back to safety. When continents are falling apart, he can go beneath the earth and hold the land masses together despite the most violent earthquakes.
When it gets to the end of the church year and we begin to contemplate the end times of the world, when we contemplate what the Bible has to say about how God is going to destroy the world with fire and how Jesus is going to appear in the skies and raise all the dead, I can’t help but think of these movies that try to picture the world coming to an end. The Bible pictures these cataclysmic events where galaxies are reduced to ashes, where the sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood. These Scriptures tell us how Jesus is going to rescue us from the brink of annihilation and bring us safely to live with Him forever. Whenever God is describing these cataclysmic events in His Word, it’s interesting how often He just stops almost in mid-sentence and seems to turn to you and me and say, “Don’t be afraid. I know these events are going to be frightening. But I’m going to bring you through unscathed.” 
Today’s sermon text is a good example of God’s encouragements to His believers not to be frightened by the events that are coming at the end of the world. What struck me as I was studying the sermon text this week is that God doesn’t mention Jesus here as much as I would expect Him to. Jesus is going to be the hero on that last day. He’s the one who’s going to rescue us from the brink of disaster. But instead of talking a lot about His Son, perhaps because we are so dear to Him, God has us in focus in these words. He turns to us and comforts us—encourages us—and says, “You’ll make it through.” 

“While people are saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. But you, brothers, [you] are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. You are all sons of the light and sons of the day.”

You see, God has performed a wonderful miracle on us. We used to be children of darkness. But no more! He has transformed us. He has made us over to be like Him. We don’t have to give in to the darkness anymore. “We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled.” 

People who do not have the Spirit of God are helpless in the face of temptation. If the devil suggests something to them—anything—they just automatically follow his prompting. But not us! We can say, “No!” Believers are often so unaware of the power they have at their fingertips. They see themselves slip into doing the deeds of darkness, and they think to themselves doubtfully, “Am I any different than the unbelievers?” You are! The Bible says that those who do not belong to Jesus do not have the ability to say “No” to the devil at any time. They give in to him every time. But we have a little word in our arsenal—a word that we unfortunately don’t use enough on the devil:  “No!” The devil cannot force us into helplessly walking down his path. We have the ability, given to us by Jesus, to say, “No!” “No, devil, I will not do it.” Jesus, when He lived as our substitute, said “No” to the devil. When He was in the wilderness for forty days tempted severely by Satan, Jesus said “No” to the devil every time he tempted Him. As a result, Satan can now take “No” for an answer. He must take “No” for an answer. The book of James says, “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.” If you say “No” to him, there is nothing he can do. You have Christ at your side. And Christ has had the final word on this. He said, “It is finished.” “It’s over, devil.”
When we fall, it’s because we revert to our old nature. We return to our old selves—when we were children of the darkness. When we fall, it’s because we wriggle out of our Savior’s hands. He has us in His all controlling arms. He could stop us from wriggling out of His hands. But that’s not how He works. He knows that fighting our temptations for us would not be what is best for us. He wants us to struggle. He knows that becoming strong must involve struggle. He wants us to stick with Him. But He knows that we must want it. It’s not something to be forced on us.
Paul is simply saying to us here. Don’t revert to your old ways. Don’t revert to those ways that you know are harmful to you. You don’t have to do evil. You are not destined to commit the same mistakes over and over again. Jesus has given you the ability to resist every evil.

“So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled.” It’s hard to see in the darkness. And darkness fosters behaviors that dull the senses. People get sleepy at night. Nighttime is when they tend to drink alcohol, and if they drink too much alcohol, it impairs their senses. The same thing can happen to us in the spiritual sense. If we hang around the places of darkness, it’s going to impair our judgment. So don’t hang around the places that give you sinful ideas. Don’t hang around with people who give you sinful ideas. Jesus gives you the superhuman ability to have control over all your senses. If you stay in touch with Him and are in His Word regularly, you’re not going to have any lack of clarity on what is good and what is evil. Jesus makes it all crystal clear. There doesn’t need to be any hesitation, any doubt. 
Don’t you love it when you can think clearly? When you’re not sleepy? When your senses aren’t dulled from maybe being on medication? You just feel so much more in control when your thinking is clear, when your senses are sharp. Jesus gives you control over all your spiritual senses. He makes all the issues of life so sharply defined that it’s easy to be a decisive person. 
“Self-controlled” is the word that keeps repeating here. Have you ever known someone who has suffered from a stroke and doesn’t have control over a certain part of their body? It’s so frustrating for them. When I first came to St. Mark’s, we had a wonderful Christian man by the name of Al Buchmiller who had suffered a stroke. It affected his speech. He would try to tell you something, but the right words just wouldn’t come out of his mouth. No matter what he was trying to tell you, almost every sentence would begin with the same words:  “You are going to . . .” and then he would stop and shake his head. It wasn’t coming out right. If you could guess what he was trying to say and would ask him, “Al, were you trying to tell me such and such,” he would be able to say “yes” or “no.” He knew what he wanted to say. He just couldn’t get it out.

We who have been struck by sin know that frustration in the spiritual sense. The good that we would like to do we don’t do. And the evil we don’t want to do that we keep doing. But Jesus tells us today that self-control is in the realm of possibility. He has given us the ability to practice self-control. “Since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet.” Back in Bible times soldiers would wear a piece of metal shaped to the contours of their chests. It was called a breastplate. It was worn to protect your vital organs—the heart and lungs—from the attack of the enemy who would aim for these life sustaining organs. Soldiers would wear a helmet to protect their heads, because the head is so vital to life. Notice what self-control involves. It’s not so much that God calls on us to be in control of ourselves at all times. We’re not going to be able to keep every thought and every word under control at all times. Notice what it says we are to do at those moments when we feel ourselves being thrown off balance:  “Put on faith and love as a breastplate. Put on the hope of salvation as a helmet.” Go to your faith—your trust in Jesus. Flee under the protection of salvation. It is these spiritual things that will ward off the danger—not your own personal attempts at trying to be valiant. “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him.” Jesus has already gone through the cataclysmic event for us. He’s suffered the most extreme fate that anyone could. He has gone to death, and has come back again! This is why we can have confidence. This is why we can do superhuman things. Because one who is superhuman has done everything for us already.
It is not just the terrible things that will happen on the last day that the Lord is preparing us for. It is also the things leading up to that day. God has said the world will become more and more evil as the last day approaches. We don’t have to listen to the news very long or observe what is going on in our own part of the world very long to realize that we are living in the last days. It is this darkness that already surrounds us that the Lord wants to prepare us for. It’s the threat of terrorism, the increase of crime and sexual immorality, the collapse of all morals, the inability of people to keep their word, the disobedience to authority, the disappearance of human kindness—all these things are signs that the end is near. But God tells us today, “Don’t be alarmed! You will overcome it. You will survive it. I have given you superhuman powers that come from a superhuman Savior. Just trust in Him. He will see you through it all. He will be your strength. He will give you patience.” Sometimes living in these end times seems like more than we can bear. Thank goodness we have a Savior with whom all things are possible. When it seems this week like it just isn’t possible to go on, remember that you have a Savior who can do the impossible.  Amen.
