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THE OCCUPATION 
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

                                      
 

You wanna know what you don’t know? 
You don’t need to know, ‘cause you already know you don’t know. 
And that’s all you need to know, you know? 
 
This was Paul’s oh so helpful advice to his beloved Thessalonians who were wondering about 
the anticipated second coming of Christ. 
 
1st Thessalonians is Paul’s earliest letter.  Most scholars agree by the time he was writing to 
their community, a generation had passed since the resurrection of Christ. And since then, 
believers had been waiting for him to return.  Waiting for the day of Lord. 
 
They had concern about what would happen at that time.  They wondered about those they 
loved who had already died.  They longed for a day when evil and suffering would be 
destroyed. Christ would come and things would be made right.  For a generation, they 
waited, anticipating it would come – any day now.  
 
Any day. 
 
Paul’s addressing them about “the times and the seasons” indicates they were asking, or 
wondering, or probably speculating about when.  Throwing some dates out there.  Trying to 
calculate something.  
 
Waiting. 
 
But knowing quite well…they weren’t gonna know. 
 
For us it has now been over 2,000 years.  And as far as we know, the day of the Lord has not 
arrived.  So we joke about those advertising impending dates of doom.  And we wonder if war 
or weather or Wall Street are providing any signs. 
 
But really…we already know we’re not gonna know, you know? 
 
Like a pregnant woman doesn’t know when her baby will be born.  We don’t know when the 
day of the Lord will come.  Like a thief in the night, it will surprise us. 
 
So what do we do with that? 
 
According to Paul we have two choices: 
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They are like day or night.  Be awake or be asleep. 
 
Paul admired the Thessalonian community greatly.  They had endured persecution and 
preserved in faith.  They were asking some really good questions, too. 
 
So instead of answering their question about the coming of the day of the Lord, and without 
criticizing them for worrying about it, he encouraged their faith.  He reminded them of who 
they were.  Children of light.  Of the day. 
 
And he encouraged them to carry on.  Awake, sober, alert to the reality of their identity in 
Christ.  Awake, sober, alert to the sureness of God’s saving work. 
 
You know, to our post-millenial ears, ears which have grown accustomed to polarizing 
rhetoric – us vs. them, left vs. right, me vs. you, Paul’s talk of being children of light and not 
children of darkness could sound like he’s setting up another one of those us vs. them 
scenarios. 
 
But let’s adjust the habits of our ears a little bit.  Paul does not dwell on what happens to 
others on the day of the Lord.  He dwells on the Thessalonians to whom he is writing. 
 
He was talking to them about the two most contrasting things he knew in a world without 
electricity:  light and darkness, day and night. 
 
And today he is writing to us.  To a beloved community with faith that was sometimes strong 
and sometimes shaky.  These are the options.  And he wants us to remember that we are 
children of light.  And as children of light we ought to be awake. 
 
So we might do well to check in with ourselves about where we are asleep.  (And this is hard 
for me personally because I literally LOVE to sleep and consider it a skill).  But where are our 
souls asleep?  When is our faith asleep?  What are we drunk upon?  What is it that numbs us to 
the awareness of God’s love and salvation?  To the hope of a day that would come when the 
trials of this world would end, swords would be beaten into plowshares and tears would be 
no more? 
 
And it seems to me that we are drunk on anxiety.  Drunk on the fear of insecurity.  I see it in 
the rise of a Tea Party that won’t compromise.  I see it behind the eyes of those occupying 
Wall Street and civic places around the country.  Whatever you think of either group, and let 
me say that I think neither is without some nugget of good reason, the entrenchment of our 
political process is an entrenchment of the anxiety that comes with not having enough, the 
fear or reality of losing power. 
 
We seem to be so scared we cannot see beyond it.  And it’s not just in the political process.  I 
see it in our lives.  I see it in our churches. 
 
I ran into Paul Hooker, the Executive Presbyter for our area, the other day.  He counsels 
churches in good times and hard times.  And, let’s face it, it’s a hard time for the church.  The 
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effects of the recession are having its effects on us now.  Changes in polity in the PC(USA) 
have some seeking schism.  Reverend Hooker is dealing with his fair share of difficult issues. 
 
But what he said to me was that he’s never seen such worry in our society.  In a his years, he 
said, he has never witnessed such sustained anxiety as permeates our culture now, except 
perhaps during the Cuban Missile Crisis, which lasted only a few months.  And, then, he said, 
it’s coming out of us sideways in our institutions, our workplaces, our families.  Drunk upon it, 
we barely realize that all of our accusations and mistrust, inflexibility and entrenchment are 
coming from a place of deep anxiety that we cannot shake. 
 
Worry about what we have lost or what we will lose.  People behaving badly. 
 
This is us.   In the dark.  Drunk upon fear and anxiety.  It camps out in our hearts and minds 
and it won’t leave.  Without realizing it, without meaning to, we have become OCCUPIED. 
Worried about what may come. 
 
But we already know we’re not gonna know, right?  So do we let our living come from a place 
of fear and anxiety?  Or do we live as children of light?  And let our living come from a place 
that is soberly aware of God’s saving work in the world? 
 
Talk about being on a journey of faith.  One of the great moves of the spiritual life is the move 
from fear and anxiety to trust and hope.  This is what Paul so beautifully demonstrates in his 
words to the Thessalonians.  They are worried and he knows it, but he doesn’t dwell there. 
He encourages them to remember who they are – children of light, who know the truth of 
Jesus Christ is that God has destined us for salvation.  Through faith, we live into this grace 
offered to us. 
 
Knowing we cannot know all that God knows.  Knowing we cannot know the future, we live 
into hope, assured of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ.  And we do know that the day of Lord 
has broken into this place already.  And we can participate in it. 
 
Turning to God wakes us up to this hope.  Theologian Karl Barth wrote on discipleship that: 
“The first thing we have to say is that Christians...are those who waken up.”1  But he also said 
that we need “continually to be reawakened.” 
 
We are to be awake to God’s salvation, and to act accordingly.  Wakefulness is an aspect of 
character and behavior, and we stay awake by putting on the breastplate of faith and love, 
the helmet of the hope of salvation.  These are our arms of defense against the darkness. 
Faith and love.  Salvation. 
 
And while we believe our salvation is secure, we do not REST on our salvation, but are 
awakened by it.  Awakened to act upon it with faith and love and hope. 
 

 
1Barth quote from Church Dogmatics, quoted in Feasting on The Word, Year A, Volume 4, pg. 304. 
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“God’s movement towards Christians is what sets Christians in motion,”2  Concerning the 
times and the seasons, when the day of the Lord might be seen in all its fullness, all we know 
is we’re not gonna know. But we can do a lot with that. 
 
Richard Foster has said, that “the practice of personal integrity is not about getting into 
heaven.  It’s about getting heaven into us.” 
 
Do not be occupied by the darkness of fear and anxiety, but live as children of the light, 
awakened by God’s graceful offering, motivated by that amazing love. 
 
Therefore, says Paul.  Encourage one another.  And build each other up.  Imagine if upbuilding 
were the criteria for our personal and institutional decision making! 
 
Enough of our mutually destructive anxious behaviors.  God’s love is for all. 
9 For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus 
Christ,10 who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep we may live with him. 
 
Amen and Amen. 
 
 

 
2 McBride, Jennifer, in Feasting on The Word, Year A, Volume 4, pg. 306. 


