The Long Wait
Isaiah 35:1-10; Psalm 25; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-likel1:57-80

Prayer for [llumination

Grant us, O Lord God, the knowledge of your divivards, and fill us with the understanding of
your holy Gospel and the riches of your divinegihd the indwelling of your Holy Spirit. Enablewigh
joy to keep your holy commandments and accomptismtand fulfill your will, and to be accounted wuort
of the blessings and the mercies that are fromngauand at all times. Syrian Jacobite Liturgy

Waiting

Are you tired of Advent already? Maybe a bettergfiom might be, are you ready for Christmas?
I know the children are. Children start gettingdg&r Christmas early, and it cannot come too sddwe
Christmas wish of many mothers, however, is anotesk to do all the work of preparing for the halyd
Waiting is so hard! | broke my phone, which is alj}em because | do so much of my work on the phone.
| ordered another one on Monday, and it was sugbtsecome sometime between Wednesday and
Saturday. Why does the Post Office take so long#iked on Friday. Hooray! But it also is broksn, |
have to return it. Aaaaah! More waiting! And whywe have to have Advent anyway? What evil person
invented this season?

Waiting is a big theme in the Bible -bay theme. Everyone has to wait, and no one liké&shiat is
because our sovereign God is constructing an wnzddle kingdom, where everyone will live in peacd a
happiness in a gorgeous city — but it is takinguidands of years. God uses all of His people to plaje
in this project, and He weaves together the staié&echariah, and Elizabeth, and Mary — and yotd —
build this city. What might seem like waiting towy,anight be a time of intense activity elsewhenat Be
see only our own place. We cannot see what Godimgdicross the world, or even across the citynEve
here in this church, God is at work in each of yoways that the rest of us cannot see. So sometitme
appears to us that nothing is happening, whenia fwppening.

Waiting for God

Advent is a time for us to remember and reflecGaa’s work in the past, and anticipate His work
in the future. Think what it was like for the Jewvghe rubble and ruin of Jerusalem to read Isaiaére he
says,

The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad;

the desert shall rejoice and blossom like the gpcu

it shall blossom abundantly and rejoice with jog aimging.
What a marvelous vision! There was hope! They waowldsit in the dirt forever. God would visit themd
make their city beautiful again. But years pasaed,it did not happen. There were some improvembuts
nothing like this prophecy. And conditions got werghen a new ruler took over in 1%. and did not
improve much under the Romans. But Isaiah continued

Be strong; fear not!

Behold, your God will come with vengeance,

with the recompense of God.

He will come and save you.
Ha! God will show those Romans! And with vengeamae!, But still the years rolled on. Babies wererbo
and grew up, young people fell in love and marri@dps were sown and harvested — life went on, but
where were the glorious promises of God? And &s énd by teasing the Jews, Isaiah prophesied that,

the ransomed of the LORD shall return and comeda @ith singing;

everlasting joy shall be upon their heads;

they shall obtain gladness and joy

and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.
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This is great poetry, but for hundreds of yeaveas a distant dream. Yet the Jews waited. Through
all of life’s sorrows and turmoil, they waited. H@e we know? Because we have this record of Zeahari
and Elizabeth and Mary. Luke tells us that Zeclmdad Elizabeth “were both righteous before God,
walking blamelessly in all the commandments antusta of the Lord.” And we can see from Elizabeth’s
speech and the songs of Zechariah and Mary, tlestt &fter hundreds of years, they still clung todhe
prophecies. They were not fulfilled in their paifetimes, they were not fulfilled in their grdparents’
lifetimes, they had not been fulfilled in their olwietimes, yet still these faithful Jews and thands with
them looked for that glorious day when God woultheand save them. Psalm 25 ends with this plea:

Redeem Israel, O God,

out of all his troubles.

And they were convinced that God would do just.that

In due time Godlid redeem Israel, and He did it more gloriously teaan the prophets could
imagine. God came in person, but what is morecdiae as a man! He redeemed Israel and opened the
kingdom of heaven to the gentiles and gave us thlg Bpirit — yet still all is not right. We stilldve
sickness and death, shame and disappointmentntyeard poverty. This week, as you look back over it
you find that your life is not as you wish it to.l#nd globally, people are dying left and rightvitar in
Yemen, Christians are being persecuted in ChindewhS. politicians exert themselves mightily tays
in office. Jesus, before He ascended to the Fgthemised to return and finish the glorious honreu®—

a new heavens and earth in which all — not justesdiat all — the prophecies will come true.

The Struggle to Wait

So now we also wait. Like the Jews before Christma&swait for God to come and save us. It is
hard. If it is hard to wait to open Christmas pregseor for my new phone to arrive, it is unbeaydiarder
to wait through the intense suffering of diseasath, and destruction. Jesus promised to returhen®w
When did Jesus make this promise? How long haseih® Is this a real thing?

The early Christians struggled to understand Jesaedind coming, so Paul addressed this in his
letters to the church in Thessalonica. Life waslbafor them. They did not have modern comforteyrh
did not have modern medicine. They sure did noettall phones! But their biggest problem was pearsec
tion from the Jews and the Romans. The authoritmdd periodically round up the local Christianglan
feed them to the lions or use them for other eaitemient. Emperor Nero set fire to Christians anedus
them as torches for his garden parties. Life wageeus and harrowing for the first Christians, and
thing that kept them going was the hope that Jesusd come back to rescue them. Years went by. @exa
passed. Friends and leaders died horrible deatitstiese first Christians wondered, where is Jegis?
are we suffering and dying? Is He coming in timedwe us? Is He coming at all? Have we been scammed
by some monstrously cruel hoax?

In this situation you want the Apostle Paul to appsith some new insight or new information,
perhaps an update on Jesus’ timing or an adjustimétis plan. But no, you see in verse one that Rasl
no intention of saying anything new. He says riahthe outset that he is only going to reinforcetthe
Thessalonian Christians already kndw.st Paul reminds them that “the day of the Lord wilhee like a
thief in the night.” In other words, Jesus’ secamting will be a complete surprise to everyone.sThi
implies several things. One, those people who ctaikmow when Jesus will return are wrong and decep
tive. Stay far away from teachers and preachersacldim much learning and deep insight about thernet
of Jesus. Even Jesus said He did not know whehRatieer would send Him back. If Jesus and Paul do no
know when Jesus will return, you can be sure noatee does either. Two, this means that it is éidbo
waste of time to speculate on Jesus’ return. Raminds us later how wahould spend our time.
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Children of the Light

Second, Paul reminds us who we are. This is critical. &ve people of the light. We are not in
darkness. Therefore we will not be surprised wiesnig comes again. This is not because we willdigut
in advance when itis, but because we will welcdemuswhenever He comes. Jesus came as the light into
a dark world. Jesus exposed wickedness and brahglr to those who followed Him. And those who
follow Jesus discover that they become lights, @istians do not live in fear of exposure, irraerof
punishment, hiding in darkness to escape the guganmd for their evil deeds. Christians are noteurfout
they know they are forgiven, and they become — timae — more and more like Jesus. We expose evil
around us. We bring joy to each other and to tises&ing to escape the death of this world. Jedodyca
patiently, meekly loved and served people all thg # the cross. That is who we are, people. Wihase
who remain calm, who love, who serve others eveitevthe world comes crashing down around us.

Notice that Paul does not command us to be ligiiis is not a command. That is good, because
there is no way we could obey such a command. Rausays ware lights in the world. This is our true
nature and our inevitable effect. Look at the agiliThose light bulbs do not do anything to bectigta
bulbs. They just are. And they shine, not becalieg think to do so. They shine just because thahist
they do. So it is with you. You may not be awara tyou are a light in this dark world, which is wigul
reminds us of these things. Now, sometimes we dirighter than at other times. But the Holy Spirito
is always within you makes you a light to thoseuabyou all the time. Not all lights are the safieod
lights illuminate large spaces, candelabra ligletsodate the dining room, fluorescent lights illuatithe
workbench, etc. But although these are noticeaiffigrdnt from each other, they are all lights, ainely all
illuminate their space. Christians are differentnfreach other, but we all are lights, and we hliviinate
this dark world.

How important is it that we be aware of our idgntjitou say? It is vitally important. It might nog b
an exaggeration to say that knowing our identifpisidational to anything else in the Christiag.liT hink
of it this way. Suppose Paul Hadfield rolled owebed one morning and said to his wife, “I reallighwl
could fly airplanes. | would love to be a pilot.&% would think this is extraordinarily odd, ana shight
reply, “But Paul, yoare a pilot. You fly airplanes every week.” Paul regli“That is what | love about you,
Sara — you are so supportive and loving. But llyesd wish | could be a pilot.” So what is Paulggio do
that day? When he goes into the office at ArcticmBhas Ministries his boss will say, “Paul, theekes are
ready for you to fly them into the bush today.” Wil Paul do? Convinced he is not a pilot, widl blimb
into the cockpit and fly into the bush? No, he wdit. It would be suicidal for an untrained perdon
attempt to fly an airplane, especially into thetgumnd Paul is not that reckless. He will refusiiytdf Paul
is confused about his identity, nothing else is\gdb make sense in his life.

This story about Paul is a little silly, but it wdlustrates how many Christians go through life.
Scripture clearly teaches that we are united vagug, that we have the powerful Holy Spirit inthat we
are lights in a dark world. But many Christiansnib believe it. Consequently they act frightenemyer-
less, confused. If we are confused about out ilemothing else makes sense. Copdd be a light in this
dark world? You think that is possible? A lot ofri3ians are scared of the world and try to avoiasi
much as possible. Jesus plunged into the worldwasdfound among lepers and tax collectors and othe
unsavory people of His day. Jesus knew that Hetiatight of the world, and He was confident that H
would brighten everyone He met. Paul says, “yowlirehildren of light.” Do you believe this? Isisthow
you think of yourself? If not, you are as sad apalifh as Paul Hadfield would be if he doubted las &
pilot. Friends, it is time to stop listening to thes of Satan, your sinful self, and the world eTdlorious
truth is that you all are children of the lightda@od is using you to change the world. It mightadavays
be evident, but it is true even when we cannoitsee
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This means that when you go to Kaladi Brotherscfuffee, you bring the light of Christ into that
shop. When you go to work, you brighten everyomedtwith a spiritual light. When you go to schgaly
light up the classroom simply by walking in. But s usually unaware of this, aren’t we? Othersare
unaware of it. Listen to a student from China wlegdn coming to our campus ministry:

I will go back to China soon. This should have bé®n last time for me to attend the Dinner

Discussion in this semester. Studying alone irLthiéed States is a very hard and lonely activity,

but | meet you in the United States is one of thgpiest things to mé!

This student was not happy because the campustenitidd good jokes. He was happy because he saw
light for the first time in his life. Here is anahstory:

I want you to know that your work with your friendsreally valuable. | never learned about the

Bible before | came to the United States. The thmersths of communication with you changed my

mind... You are telling us the truth of life.

My father-in-law was a professor of classics atightUniversity in Bethlehem, PA, and all of his
children studied there. Douglas Feaver was onlgogepsor — a very good one — and every day he teent
the university and taught. When his daughter, Ru#s walking across the campus one day, the chairma
of the classics department stopped to tell her aosarrassing it was that a Christian was employed a
Lehigh University. What had Ruth’s father doneaose this remark? Nothing. Nothing except go tdwor
Ruth’s father was not a secret Christian, but lendit advertise his faith. He was just minding dug
business as a professor, but the light of Christhied everyone around, and this non-Christian was n
happy about it. Sometimes non-Christians are muarégally tuned-in than Christians! This non-Chias
could tell that Douglas Feaver had a spiritual realilke Christ, even if my father-in-law was unaeaf his
effect on those around him.

Acting as Children of the Light

Since waare children of the light, Paul points otibjrd, that it makes sense for usatt as children
of the light. You sleep at night and wake in thg.d&o we ought to be alert and thoughtful. Paulds
talking here about intelligence or athletics. Sahes think better than others, and some are nibteti,
but all Christians, whatever our gifts and skiflspuld act according to our true nature —whidb tze alert
and thoughtful. At least this means Christians &hawoid drunkenness and drug addiction. But more
broadly, it means that we should avoid anythingd thrains our energy and distracts our attentiokeLi
alcohol, we should consume sports, television,atanidia, etc. in moderation. It means that waikho
pursue constructive activities. Some of us wilplstors and missionaries, but we need all sopeoble,
and God uses all sorts of employments to buildkitigdom. As children of the light it makes senseus
to get up and get going in some constructive enate@Vhat doesot make sense is to waste our time doing
nothing or in foolish speculations. That is whaitdren of darkness do. Although we have no reasdear
the children of darkness, neither should we joanthin their sinful pursuits.

Another way of saying these things is that we lpteon faith, love, and hope. Notice the past tense
in verse eight — that we got these gifts in the.pésu do not have to put on faith, love, and hopeu
already wear them. So is there nothing for us ®Not so fast. We have no needyeiting faith, love, and
hope, but we do need tige them. What do you think when faced with a big drade? Do you think, “I
wish | had the faith to believe that God could haks?” What do you think when confronted with aidiift
person? Do you think, “I know | ought to love hbut | don’t have it in me?” Folks, this is exacthe
problem. Youdo have the faith to trust God with your challengasj youdo have the love to care for a

! Shared by Matthew DeLong, RUF-I Campus MinisteGabrge Mason University.

2 Shared by Rick Gray, RUF-I Campus Minister atlthmiversity of Delaware.
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difficult person. God has given it to you. Welltliis is so, why doesn’t it seem so? It is becgoseare the
victim of a lie. Satan, the sin within you, and therld around you are telling you that you needaotdi-

nary faith — more than you have — to trust Jestis ehfficult problems. It is a lie that you do nledive the
love to care for difficult people. Your problem rdathe problem of so many Christians — is that weat

know we are being lied to, and we end up belietirgglie instead of believing God.

But we have strayed from the original question. Wéithere for us to do? It is tse the faith, love,
and hope that we have. Itis this way with all haraativity. All babies are born with the abilitywalk and
run, but this ability is undeveloped until the badogctices walking and running. And the more hekezahd
runs the better he becomes at it. All babies ara ath the ability to talk. They do not need susger
equipment or special foods. (Well, most don’t.) Bigir speaking ability remains poor unless thegcpce.
And the more they practice, the better they became they learn to use nouns and verbs effectiTélgn
they advance to learning past, present, and fiémses. Some might even learn to use voice and tood
communicate subtle nuances. But they use the spsjgdngue, and vocal cords that all of us have.

When you are faced with a difficult problem — siekn, a school assignment, an issue at work —and
you are thinking about how to avoid it, you can &sld to help you. You might feel like it is hopede¥ou
might feel like you do not have enough faith fastsituation. But you will discover that as you tise faith
that you have, your faith grows stronger. When ymighbor needs help and you do not want to help he
you can help her anyway. You might feel like yommat do it. You might feel foolish and helpless and
angry and hypocritical all the way to her houset ¥ will discover that God has put love in yolove
you were not aware you had — and the more youliepthe stronger your love grows.

The Long Wait

Now Paul says all this in answer to a question ath@ureturn of Christ. The first century Chrissan
were waiting for Jesus — waiting and wondering. Apestle Paul could not tell them when Jesus would
come for them, but He could tell them how to wddu might think that waiting is inactivity — likeanding
in line at Wal-mart. That is not Christian waitinghristian waiting is living like Christians untllesus
returns — waiting for Jesus to come for us. Jesghtmome tomorrow, or next year, or in a hundredrs.
It has been 2,000 years since Christ ascendecetBather and it could be another 2,000 years Hietil
comes again — or longer. It could be a long waitids a long wait until the first coming of Jeshs. one
knows when Jesus will return, and it does not mat#at wedo know ishow to wait — to use the faith,
love, and hope that Jesus has given us, shiniagdikist as we wander through this dark world.

Paul ends this paragraph by telling us how to loemig tough times. He says we should “encourage
one another and build one another up.” When tis¢ ¢entury Christians were facing the lions, an@mvh
you are facing the hardships that come into yder 6od sends fellow Christians to encourage usheim
us. | see this happening in Redeemer church, &mid Wwith Paul in saying to continue “just as yae a
doing.” But if the companionship of friends is &b&ding, how much more is the presence of Jesusrgve
waiting for Jesus to return in His body, but He hasger left us in Spirit. All day, every day, iryjand in
sorrow, Jesus is with us to comfort, instruct, guachd encourage. And especially on His own sp&asl
— the Lord’s Day — Jesus comes to us in word anchggent. Someday you will grasp the hand of Jesus
physically. Today you touch Jesus when you graisphttead. Although we cannot see Him, Jesus is here
He offers Himself to you and He is yours. Take trisad and wine, and know that Jesus is with yoeveer.
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Prayer

Heavenly Father, you are so patient with us, buameso impatient with you. We hate to wait for
you to act. We want everything quickly and on owndaerms. You declare Yourself to be our loving,
sovereign Father, yet we persist in thinking thatkmow better than You what is good for us. Forgise
O Lord! Make us patient as we learn to trust youanblelp us to use the faith, love, and hope thathave
given us. Help us to use these gifts in serviceaoh other and those in our communities. Help us to
remember and believe that we are children of tjig.lHelp us to wait for you, though the time maydng
and the troubles grievous. This we ask in the nafidesus, our Savior and Lord, who ascended todmeav
and will return again. Amen.

C. David Green
Redeemer Kenai
December 23, 2018



