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“All the biblical exhortations concerning the End are intended to have a 

practical, ethical meaning, calling us to responsibility in the present.  

Whatever we do now will stand under the judgment of God at the End.”  

(Thomas Oden) 

 

Today we start a four-week sermon series with the title “Called”.  Of course, 

“Called” is just the verb – the implied subject is “God” – God is the One 

who calls.  And the implied object is you and me – God calls us, we are 

called by God.  Becky, Kyle and I will be exploring four ways that God calls 

us, calls us to be His people in and for his world.  This morning, we begin by 

looking at how God calls us to decide. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Many observers describe our current era by saying we’re living in a “post-

Christian” world.  By that they mean that the old mental consensus, one that 

assumed not only belief in the Christian God but also many secondary 

assumptions that flowed from that central faith, has faded away and been 

replaced with a secular worldview.  I think it’s a true observation, that we’re 

living in a post-Christian world.  And one key change that has come about 

living in a post-Christian world is that we have lost the concept of 

boundaries. 
  

I’m not talking about the loss of moral boundaries – although we’ve lost 

those, too.  I’m talking about a different type of boundary – we’ve lost the 

boundary of time.  Specifically, we now live with the concept of infinity. 
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We all live with the assumption of infinite time.  That the universe began, as 

Carl Sagan famously put it, “billions and billions” of years ago.  And 

although the universe is constantly changing, it will go on for “billions and 

billions” of years in the future. 
  

In one way, this sense of infinity gives us the sense of being unbounded, of 

freedom and opportunity and possibility.  But I also think, more 

fundamentally, that living with infinity is disorienting.  And it’s disorienting 

because living without the boundary of time makes it hard for us to 

understand history, or our own lives as a story. 
  

You see, it used to be – when we lived in a Christian world – that we 

believed that history was a story.  And the story went like this: God created 

the world.  God continues the rule the world, moving history in a redemptive 

direction.  And one day, God will bring the story of the world to its climatic 

end.  And it also used to be that we believed that our own lives were stories.  

I am born, I will die in 70 years or so, and then I’ll “meet my Maker”. 
  

But that’s not how we think of history anymore, and that’s not how we think 

of our lives anymore, because all around us is infinity.  Life has become just 

one thing after another, on and on and on.  Living without the boundary of 

time, we no longer have a story within which to make sense of our lives. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The first Christians lived in a different world.  They were people who 

believed they were living in the end times. 
  

And this was because of Jesus’ resurrection.  Jesus’ resurrection meant many 

things, but it specifically meant “end time”.  You see, this is how the first 

century Jews understood the story of the world: God created the world.  The 

world fell from God’s goodness.  God selected a particular people – the Jews 

– through whom God was working out His saving plan for the world.  And 

this saving plan will culminate at the end of time, when God will do 

something very specific – resurrection.  At the end time, God will resurrect 
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all those who have died, the good and the bad, and bring them before the 

Judgment Seat for reward and punishment. 
  

And so when Jesus was resurrected, beyond everything else this made the 

first Christians think about God and Jesus and life and salvation, it marked 

their place in the story – it was resurrection time, which meant it was end 

time.  And so the time of the church was understood by the first Christians to 

be an interim period during which their commission was to spread the good 

news of Jesus Christ and to live in expectation that God would soon bring 

about the culmination of His plan for the world. 
  

This is the context of our Scripture passage this morning.  Listen to God’s 

word from 1 Thessalonians, chapter 5: 
 

   Now concerning how and when all this will happen, dear brothers and 

sisters, we don’t really need to write you.  For you know quite well that the 

day of the Lord’s return will come unexpectedly, like a thief in the night.  

When people are saying, “Everything is peaceful and secure,” then disaster 

will fall on them as suddenly as a pregnant woman’s labor pains begin. And 

there will be no escape.  But you aren’t in the dark about these things, dear 

brothers and sisters, and you won’t be surprised when the day of the Lord 

comes like a thief.  For you are all children of the light and of the day; we 

don’t belong to darkness and night.  So be on your guard, not asleep like the 

others.  Stay alert and be clearheaded.  Night is the time when people sleep 

and drinkers get drunk.  But let us who live in the light be clearheaded, 

protected by the armor of faith and love, and wearing as our helmet the 

confidence of our salvation.  For God chose to save us through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, not to pour out his anger on us.  Christ died for us so that, 

whether we are dead or alive when he returns, we can live with him forever.  

So, encourage each other and build each other up, just as you are already 

doing. 
  

Since the Christians in Thessalonica believed they were living in the end 

time, the first question that was inevitably raised was – When?  When will all 

this happen?  When will Jesus return and bring about the End? 
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Paul handles this first question easily, because even Jesus had said, “No one 

knows the day or hour when these things will happen, not even the angels in 

heaven or the Son himself. Only the Father knows” (Mark 13:32).  Paul, just 

like Jesus, says the End will come as a surprise, unanticipated, like a thief in 

the night. 
  

But Paul presses on to address a second question – How should we live in 

the end times?  If Christ is returning, what does it mean to live with the End 

in mind?  What kinds of decisions do I need to make about how I live the 

story of my life if it’s being shaped by the bigger story that Christ will bring 

everything to account? 
  

Paul tells the Thessalonians, “Don’t worry. Though we don’t know the time, 

we’re not left in the dark, because we are children of the day.  Therefore, 

decide to live as children of the day – be alert, be sober, live in faith and 

hope and love.” 
  

In other words, Paul is asking, “What if there is a boundary on our lives, a 

boundary on history?  What if our time is not infinite, but our time has an 

end?  And not just some random end, but a purposeful End?  How do we 

need to decide to live if we live with the End in mind?” 
 

*   *   * 
  

First, Paul says, we will decide to be alert – if we lived with the End in 

mind, we will decide to live lives of accountability.  If Jesus will return to 

take everything into account, then we will want to prove ourselves 

accountable. 
  

But we don’t live in an accountable age.  These days, no one is accountable 

for anything, ever.  It’s hardly ever our responsibility.  When we face hard 

situations in life, we hardly ever ask, “Is it right?”  If we ask at all, we ask, 

“Is it legal?”  And even then, what we’re really asking is, “Can they prove 

it?”  But what we really mean is “Everyone else does it.”  We don’t live in 

an accountable age. 
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When I was in seminary, part of our training involved working as student 

chaplain in a hospital.  The purpose was for pastors-in-training to deal with 

sickness and death up close.  And one of things I wanted to accomplish 

during my hospital internship was to be prepared when I visited a terminally 

ill parishioner, to be ready when she looked at me and asked, “Pastor, help 

me – I want to be ready to meet my Maker.” 
  

Well, no one ever asked me that question during my time at the hospital.  In 

fact, in my 36 years as a pastor, no one has ever asked me this question.  

Because we don’t live in an accountable age.  No one’s asked me to help 

them prepare to meet their Maker because this isn’t the story on our screens.  

The story on our screens is Ben Casey rushing to the rescue with a miracle 

cure.  The story on our screens is just one event following another.  We 

don’t see that our story is also, always, about God. 
  

But, in a post-Christian work, there’s no time boundary, there’s no story, so 

it just doesn’t really matter what we do.  But Paul urges us to make a 

decision: to decide to wake up, to decide to be alert, to decide to live 

accountable lives. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Second, Paul tells us to decide to sober up – that if we live with the End in 

mind, we would live soberly. 
  

There are two ways we can react to living in a world of infinite time.  One 

reaction is: “I am nothing.  I am a speck in an infinite universe.  I am a 

millisecond on the infinite time-line of life.  I don’t matter.  Nothing 

matters.”  Nihilists react this way, but they’ve always been in the minority. 
  

The much more typical reaction to living with infinity is: “I am everything.  

My life is a TV show about me.  The star of the show is me.  The plot 

revolves around me.  My life is an all-me, all-the-time channel.”  (If you 

doubt this, just log on to Facebook.) 
  



 6 

What we lack is humility, the sense of proportion of how our story fits into 

the bigger story.  We’re like the violinist who has an eight-bar solo in the 

second movement of a symphony who thinks it’s all about her.  We’re like 

the baseball player who cares more about his batting average and home run 

total than the teams’ wins and losses. 
  

You see: 

• Unless we decide to live with the End in mind, it isn’t possible to have 

a sober perspective on things we own.   

• Unless we decide to live with the End in mind, it isn’t possible to have 

a sober perspective on our careers.   

• Unless we decide to live with the End in mind, it isn’t possible to have 

a sober perspective on our own happiness.   
 

Rather, deciding to live with the End in mind sobers us up, and shakes us out 

of our intoxication with the all-consuming importance of me, and gives us a 

healthy dose of humility about our part in God’s story. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Finally, Paul says that if we live with the End in mind, we will decide to live 

lives of faith, love and hope.   
  

It’s so revealing that the crises of the post-Christian world are crises of story: 

• There’s the crisis of adolescence – Who am I anyway?  What is there 

about “me” that’s not my parents nor my peers?  And what’s the story 

of my life going to be? 

• There’s mid-life crisis – What has my life become?  My life is full of 

so many repetitive things, so much routine that my life feels like a 

treadmill. How do I get my life back on track? 

• And the crisis of retirement — What do I do now?  It’s great to get out 

of the old 9-to-5, but how am I possibly going to fill up all the time I 

have left? 
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These modern crises are crises of story, crises in figuring out what our lives 

mean in the big scheme of things.  And we can’t resolve these crises unless 

we’re tied into a story that’s bigger than ourselves. 
  

Paul tells us it’s faith, love and hope that tie us into the bigger story of God’s 

work in our lives and in the world: 

• Faith ties us to the past, to what God has done for us in Jesus Christ as 

well as to the time we decided we were no longer going to live for 

ourselves but for God. 

• And love ties us to the present, because the present isn’t empty space 

or vacant time but it’s the moments we are given for the task of loving 

others, redeeming time by making our time count eternally, not living 

in pursuit of happiness but in service to God through service to others. 

• And hope ties us to the future, the firm conviction that God isn’t 

finished with the world yet, that God isn’t finished with me yet, but 

that God is working His purpose out in ways that aren’t always clear 

but are always sovereign and redemptive. 
 

*   *   * 

Friends, we live in a post-Christian world, a culture that is paralyzed by the 

concept of infinity, a disoriented age where there’s no boundary against 

which to define ourselves.  What about you? 

• Have you become unaccountable for your own life?  Or have you 

decided to live alertly, prepared to meet your Maker? 

• Have you lost perspective, where all that matters is you?  Or have you 

decided to live soberly, filled with a humble perspective on your part 

in the big picture? 

• Have you lost your focus, or have you decided to ground your life in 

faith and love and hope? 
 

God is calling us to decide to live the story of our lives so that it aligns with 

God’s story.  Because God’s story is good news.  AMEN 
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