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My college roommate became fifty years old a couple of weeks ago, and I took him out to lunch to commemorate the occasion. He told me that the only interesting thing anyone had said to him about his hitting this milestone came from his doctor, who observed, not especially cheerily, "Well, at least now you know in which half-century of your life you are going to die."
One of the consequences of the fall of Adam and Eve is our surrender to the relentless tyranny of time. Adam and Eve were created to live forever, and God provided everything they needed. They didn't have to be in a hurry to do anything.
God punished them for their disobedience by sentencing them to die. It seems to me that with that sentence came the consciousness of the passage of time. If time is never going to end, its passing doesn't much matter. If our time is limited -- if we know that it is going to run out-then the passing of time matters very much. The passing of time marks our passage out of life and into the grave. Happy Advent.
In this morning's epistle, St. Paul places a very high premium on what he calls, "knowing the time." Knowing the time. Knowing the time involves, first of all, accepting the fact that you are indeed going to die. This life is not going to go on forever -- for you or for anybody else.
For a Christian, knowing the time involves knowing that death is not the end. No one gets out of this world that easily -- death will not bring obliteration, total unconsciousness. There is going to be a reckoning of your life after your life is over. As Hebrews puts it, "It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment."
What is the judgment going to be? God is going to measure us by the simple standard St. Paul articulates this morning, "Owe no man anything but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law." To love is to do what is best for the other person without considering your own selfish interests. If that is the standard, it should be obvious that we all fall short of attaining it.
So "knowing the time" means living in light of those undeniable facts: we cannot escape the passage of time; we cannot escape death; we cannot escape the judgment of God, we cannot escape his verdict of "Guilty." So with that sobering message before us, what should we do?
Again we refer to St. Paul who tells us, "Wake up. Stop sleepwalking through your existence. Get real." "Now it is high time to wake out of sleep ... the night is far spent, the day is at hand."
Most reasonably respectable people don't walk around the next morning in the clothes in which we spent the night. St. Paul says that remaining in the sleepwalking, unaware, not-knowing-the-time frame of mind is like continuing to wear the less-than-presentable clothing of the night. He calls that clothing the "works of darkness," and he commands us to take it off.
When we take it off, we don't stay naked. We put on the armor of light. Putting on the armor of light means dressing up as Jesus. Jesus is the answer to the problems of knowing the time. Jesus has died already. Jesus has moved out of the limitations of time. Jesus lived a life of perfect love, so he receives the verdict of "Not Guilty."
God invites us to dress up as Jesus, because when we dress up as Jesus God looks at us as if we were Jesus. We share his victory over death. We share his perfect righteousness in the face of God's judgment. We share his eternal timeless life with the Father.
Knowing the time doesn't have to be depressing. Facing the realities involved in knowing the time opens you up to the one who is beyond time, but who came into time to break the tyranny of time. So, "Put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, to fulfil the lusts thereof."
