Sermon for Remembrance Sunday 2011 

Let’s pray:

Father God, we come before you and ask that you might shine your light onto this passage, so we might hear your voice this morning. Amen. 

So, we’ve heard our reading from Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, and it might be helpful to know what that letter was all about… Well, let me take you back to those days when I was a mere gal… I remember distinctly the joy of my parents deciding that they could start leaving me in the house on my own while they went out… I remember the luxury of that space in fact, we had a window on a half landing with a wide sill, and I distinctly remember going up to sit on it, just so I could watch my parents disappearing down the road… Invariably there would be some jobs to do before they returned, perhaps the washing up, or some homework… and it was all about judging how much of the other stuff I could fit in before they returned – Not knowing when they were coming back was very difficult – if I watch telly, will that leave me enough time to do my other jobs… Or will I get caught doing something I shouldn’t! Now some of you can relate to this, but you aren’t actually thinking of your parents, you’re thinking of your spouses, who leave you with a list of jobs to do before they return… Is that true or am I maligning you?!?

The Thessalonians were familiar with this kind of tension. They started out believing that Jesus’ return would be imminent, and so how they lived in the meantime became very important. However, as time went by and that return didn’t happen, a number of problems arose. Some people began to lose sight of the truth that Jesus would return at all, whilst others, bizarrely, began to teach that they had missed the event entirely – that Jesus had returned and they just hadn’t been informed…. It may sound strange to us, but you can see how that level of uncertainty would deeply affect their faith and their way of living… 

Paul had been part of this community’s original conversion to Christianity, and was keen to find out how they were getting on. He wasn’t able to visit personally, so he sent his friend Timothy to report back. You can tell that one of the things that Timothy said to Paul was to ask him to teach them about Jesus’s return, because he mentions it at the end of every chapter. And so Paul writes to the Thessalonians to reassure them that they haven’t missed anything, but also to remind them that they need to start living godly lives as they wait for the Second Coming. 

When you look again at our passage, Paul is writing very pointedly – he is constantly comparing his readers with everyone else – “now…” he says “about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well…” (vs.1-2) Some people are saying this… “But you…” (vs. 4) “You do not belong…” (vs. 5) so “let us not be like others…” (vs. 6) etc. He keeps emphasising people in the world are like this, but you are to be like this… Clearly he thinks there should be something quite distinct about Christians, because we are living in the light of something different – because we know Jesus and have the great hope of his return and all that that will mean. 

This is therefore not only true of his readers in the 1st Century, but it remains true for us today, we need to be just as distinct. Now, for some people, being distinct is important because a little like the child waiting for their parents (or your spouse) to come back at any time, we don’t want to be caught out doing something we oughtn’t! However, surely it goes deeper than that. I am convinced that Paul actually wanted his friends to live in the light so that they might live lives that draw other people into the light, lives that make the world a better place. Certainly that light helps to illuminate those times when, for us and for others, the darkness in our world can threaten to be overwhelming.  

Now, we have been made in the image of God, and I believe that this gives us all an inkling of how things ought to be. For instance, when we hear of the death of someone close to us… we feel pain – whatever we believe – we sense the unfairness of death… we know that it isn’t right… We are made for eternity, and we cry out for a time to come when death is defeated and pain will be no more. However as Christians, that inkling of how things ought to be different is illuminated by the light of Christ; as Christians, we have the comfort of knowing that even in the midst of terrible loss and sadness, there is still hope – hope of life to come – as Paul said in vs. 10, Jesus ‘died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him.’ 

And when we hear of war, again we can all have an inkling that it isn’t right – we feel the depths of our being, which were made by God for relationship and for peace, crying out for justice and reconciliation to come… And again, as Christians, we know that one day, it will come. We are sons and daughters of the light and of the day, we do not belong to the night or to the darkness… but for now, we do live in this world and our hope for peace must shape who we are.

We live with the daily remembrance that this world is a place torn by war and conflict, whether that conflict is on a massive scale, or on a more personal level. And we are all in a battle. For some of us, the battle is right here and now – for someone, it may be a struggle just to remain in church this morning… it’s all you can do not to walk out… For some, the struggle is not here, but at work with our colleagues, or at home, in relationships with those whom we are meant to love – our partners, our children, our siblings or parents. So, how are we to be different? 

Paul says, ‘since we belong to the day… let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate and the hope of salvation (or rescue) as a helmet.’ Note that Paul says to ‘put on’ all of these virtues, in other words we need to consciously do this each day, just as modern day soldiers put on their armour every day they are in conflict, careful not to miss anything... Paul wouldn’t say this if it weren’t necessary. As Christians we are not immune from conflict, it is how we respond that will mark us out as different. 

‘Let us be self-controlled…’ that’s a tough one. I saw Ross Kemp recently talking about the latest kit for the armed forces, which was armour designed specifically to ensure that even the most vulnerable parts of the body are sufficiently protected… We know where our most vulnerable places are – the buttons that we know can all too easily be pushed. So can we anticipate these moments, covering ourselves in the protection that God has given us?

We need to remember to pray and to trust in his strength. We need to read the Bible and draw truth from it about God’s love and who we are in the light of that love. And, as Paul says in vs. 11, we need to encourage one another and build each other up – we need to be honest with each other and look to our friends for help. 

And of course, today we particularly remember those who are serving in wars and conflicts around the world. This day servicemen and women in Afghanistan will be putting on body armour and helmets, perhaps right now, preparing to go out on operations… we need to pray for them, that they will be self-controlled and alert, and that they would be faithful to the task they have been given, that they would, wherever possible, act in love, and that they might know the hope of rescue – that they themselves might be the instrument of rescue for others more vulnerable than themselves, but also that they might know the rescue of God extended to them in the love of Jesus. 

Let’s pray: 

Father God, we bring to you our struggles, at work, at home, or within, would you pour out your peace upon us we pray. May we recall afresh the blessing of knowing your hope and your rescue given to us in the love of Jesus. Give us courage to keep praying and looking to you for protection, and may we be an encouragement to one another day by day. Amen. 

Questions:

Imagine you have been left alone for the first time in a while with a list of things to do, but plenty of other enticing things around the house to tempt you? Are you someone who would happily do your list, with no distractions, or are you someone who would rather be doing other things?

If you believed that Jesus would return imminently, would it change the way in which you live this week? If so, how? 

Ecclesiastes says that God has made us with eternity in our hearts (3:11) and the Psalms tell us that deep calls to deep (Ps. 42:7), do you agree that all people intrinsically have an inkling of how things ought to be?

As Christians, we have the huge blessing of knowing God’s truth and hope embodied in Jesus, in what ways does this alter the way in which we see the world? Specifically, can you appreciate a difference in the way in which you, as a Christian, respond to the darker times in life – times of bereavement, conflict etc.? 

When thinking about death, and the difference that believing in Jesus makes, C.S. Lewis once said, because of Jesus' death and resurrection...

“Something perfectly new in the history of the Universe had happened. [Jesus] Christ had defeated death. The door which had always been locked had for the very first time been forced open.”
How does this make you feel?

What do you think Paul means when he says: 

 - "Let us be self-controlled..."

 - "…Put on faith and love as a breastplate..."

 - "…Put on… the hope of salvation as a helmet"

And, what do you think each of those might look like in our day-to-day lives? 

Do you think that you are able as a group to "encourage one another and build each other up"? Are there ways in which you could grow that level of support? 

There is an encouragement to pray for servicemen and women at the closing of the sermon. Perhaps look at the website for the Armed Forces Christian Union for prayer information, especially the pages: http://www.pray4ourforces.org.uk/
