“I’ve Got Your Back”
I Thessalonians 5:1-11

Dear Abby:  What does someone who is an older adult do when she needs to be held and listened to, and when she has no one to do this with her?


I’m sure I’m not the only woman who has found herself in this situation.  What do others do when this is needed?  Sometimes I just need to be held, listened to and reassured.  Iowa Reader

Dear Reader:  The need for human contact is part of the human condition, and I can tell you what I did before I met my husband: When I was feeling down, I’d ask a friend for a hug, a willing ear, and some reassurance.  I can’t imagine anyone refusing.  At some point everyone needs what you’re asking for.


Other ways to combat the blues include staying occupied with hobbies that interest you, socializing with friends and getting regular exercise.  If readers would like to chime in and share what they do, I’ll be glad to pass along their suggestions.  

Abigail Van Buren

Well, I would like to “chime in and share” some ideas about our need for community and where we can go to find it.  But I’ll say more about that at the end of this sermon.  For now, let’s take a look at this morning’s scripture reading from I Thessalonians.
Most scholars agree that I Thessalonians is probably the oldest surviving letter that Paul wrote to one of the many churches he started.  And one of the primary concerns in this letter is the delay of Christ’s return.  As I mentioned in last week’s sermon, the earliest Christian Church held a belief that Jesus was going to return to the earth any minute, any second, so they’d better be ready.  But as time went on and Jesus still had not returned, Christians began to be confused, and they started asking questions:  “What will happen to Christians who have already died before Christ returns?”  In the scripture passage just before this morning’s reading, Paul seeks to answer some of these questions about what will happen in the future – when Christ returns.
But this morning’s reading has a different focus.  In this morning’s passage, Paul seeks to answer a different question: “How shall we act in the meantime, until Christ does return?”
Unlike many of the televangelists we see today, Paul has no interest in predicting the day or the time.  I like the way Eugene Peterson paraphrases Paul.  Peterson writes: “You know as well as I that the day of the Master’s coming can’t be posted on our calendars.  He won’t call ahead and make an appointment any more than a burglar would.  About the time everybody’s walking around complacently, congratulating each other – ‘We’ve sure got it made!  Now we can take it easy!’ – suddenly everything will fall apart.  It’s going to come as suddenly and inescapably as birth pangs to a pregnant woman.”

In other words, we don’t know; nobody knows when Christ will return.  But he will return, maybe today, maybe in 1,000 years, maybe 10,000.  But the Day of the Lord will come, and we better be ready.

But here’s the part of this passage that I really love.  Paul doesn’t threaten the Thessalonians to get their act together before the return of Jesus.  This is no turn or burn speech.  Instead, Paul seeks to remind them who they are, who God has empowered them to be.  Christians are children of the light; they are people of the day.
Now I’m sure that any police officer, or ER nurse, or any parent of a teenager would probably agree that, once the sun goes down, so does our intelligence.  There’s something about the cover of darkness that brings out the worst in humans.  I guess we assume we won’t be seen or caught.  That’s part of the implication of Paul’s image of people of darkness.
But people also sleep at night.  They’re not ready to make good decisions because they’re asleep.  Eugene Peterson put it, “So let’s not sleepwalk through life like those others.  Let’s keep our eyes open and be smart.  People sleep at night and get drunk at night.  But not us!  Since we’re creatures of Day, let’s act like it.  Walk out into the daylight sober, dressed up in faith, love, and the hope of salvation.”
Once again, Paul doesn’t threaten the Thessalonians to get their act together before the return of Jesus.  This is no turn or burn speech.  Eugene Peterson’s translation of Paul continues: “God didn’t set us up for an angry rejection but for salvation by our Master, Jesus Christ.  He died for us, a death that triggered life.  Whether we’re awake with the living or asleep with the dead, we’re alive with [Jesus]!”
Well most of you know that I’m a big college football fan, so as you may imagine I was devastated by the news of the scandal at Penn State.  You see, I am also a big Joe Paterno fan.  Joe Paterno is a good man.  He cares about his players.  His team has a high graduation rate.  He teaches his boys good values.  They learn to care more for the team than their own self-promotion.  Joe Paterno is a good man.  But in in 2002 he fell asleep.  In a sense, the Day of the Lord came for Joe Paterno, and he wasn’t ready.
You see, we have a tendency to try to separate the world into good guys and bad guys.  When we hear Paul talking about people of the night, people of darkness – well, that’s not us.  We’re not bad people.  Paul is talking about somebody else.  But Joe Paterno is a good man, probably one of the best.  But he fell asleep.  It happened to him, and it can happen to us.
Well, you may be wondering, “What in the world does that Dear Abby letter have to do anything in this sermon?”  Well, it’s easy in the life of Christian faith to become isolated, cut off, alone.  And that’s a hard place to be and a lonely place to be.  Where can we go to find community, a hug, a compassionate ear?  Well, I hope the church is a place where you can find all that.  And I think we do a great job of that through out Care Ministry Groups.  But in the community of the church, we find, not only emotional encouragement, we find spiritual encouragement.

You see, life is confusing.  Sometimes the world has a way of clouding our judgment or darkening our vision.  “We can’t afford the scandal.  It would destroy the reputation of our program.  This could cost the University millions.  Let’s just handle this ourselves quietly.”  I don’t know that this was the rationalization at Penn State, but it was probably something along those lines.

In isolation it is easy to become confused, to not see clearly in the darkness, to fall asleep.  Folks, that’s why we need each other in this world – to shine the light of Christ’s love and the hope of our salvation on to each other.  Every now and then, we need a hug.  We need a word of encouragement.  We need direction.  We need accountability.
At end of this passage, Paul says, “So speak encouraging words to one another.  Build up hope so you’ll all be together in this, no one left out, no one left behind.  I know you’re already doing this; just keep on doing it.”
Sometimes we need to be reminded who we are, and what’s really important in this life, and who God is calling us to be.  We are children of the light, people of the day.  We are people who believe that Jesus “died for us, a death that triggered life,” and “we’re [now] alive with him.”  And we come to church to learn just what this means, to be alive with Christ, to truly live, to live in the light of Jesus’ love.  And we need each other to see this life, to find this life, to claim this life, and to remain in this life, because, together, the light of Jesus shines so we all can see.
Let us Pray:
Dear Lord, 
We hear your words in the Book of Genesis. “It is not good that a human should be alone.” You have created us, O Lord, for community; you make it a part of our human conditions. I pray that this church would be a place where we could come for a hug, a compassionate hear, a word of encouragement, and accountability. As indeed we are already doing this, help us all to do it more and more. Amen.

David A. Cagle
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