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   10 September 2017 
 

8 Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has 
fulfilled the law. 9 The commandments, "You shall not commit adultery; You shall not 
murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet"; and any other commandment, are 
summed up in this word, "Love your neighbor as yourself." 10 Love does no wrong to a 
neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.  11 Besides this, you know what time 
it is, how it is now the moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us 
now than when we became believers; 12 the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then 
lay aside the works of darkness and put on the armor of light; 13 let us live honorably as 
in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in 
quarreling and jealousy. 14 Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh, to gratify its desires.  (Rm. 13:8-14 NRSV) 
 

1 
 “You know what time it is,” wrote Paul to a tiny Christian community in Rome.  I 
suspect the Romans were as time conscious as we are…and they probably didn't any more 
know what time it was than we do.   
 To be sure, we live by the tick-tock clock.  We have to.  Too much is at stake.  
Households must juggle multiple work schedules and school schedules and 
extracurricular activities too numerous to count.  Few refrigerator calendars are large 
enough to manage the schedule a busy family keeps.  If my home life is like yours, even 
finding time to coordinate multiple calendars can be a real challenge.1     
 The Roman Christians did not wear wristwatches or Fitbits.  But they understood 
time.  They had busy lives, too.  They were busy with the stuff people living in 1st century 
Palestine were busy with.  Anybody in that day could have told you the relative time by 
glancing at the sun and the shadows or paying attention to their growling stomachs. 
 But then-as-now it is legitimate to ask…Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?2  
It is a good question.  And it may be a good question for us to ask of Paul.  What made 
him assume the Roman Christians knew what time it was? 
 Paul really wasn’t talking about tick-tock time, though, was he?  So what was he 
talking about?  Here is what he wrote:  “You know what time it is, how it is now the 
moment for you to wake from sleep.”  His sentence did not end in a question mark.  It was 
a declarative statement.  What made him so sure they would know what he was talking 
about?   
 As I see it Paul was appealing to something within the hearts of his readers.  He 
was appealing to that within them and within each of us that “connects” us…a type of 
built-in "knowing" that permits us to “know” God, one another, and the world around us.  
Without this type of knowing we could not communicate.   
 I think Paul was drawing upon the type of knowing that takes place when we hear 
one of Jesus’ parables.  It was as if through the parables Jesus asked, “Who of you doesn’t 
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know this already?”  The obvious answer was, “Everyone with eyes to see and ears to hear 
knows it.  It’s a kind of common sense.”3   
 The parable was a technique Jesus used to encourage those around him to realize 
what the Holy Spirit had already given them to know deep inside…and to do what they 
already knew they should do if they were paying attention.  In like manner, I think Paul 
was saying, “You know what time it is.  Because of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection your 
salvation has begun.  A new age has dawned.  Don’t waste a moment’s time.  Reach out 
and take hold of this new life available to you right here and now.” 

2 
 One of the many things that strikes me about Paul’s claim is that he chose to make 
his point by using the expression, “wake from sleep.”  Elsewhere Paul used the same 
expression in connection with what will happen to the dead at the general resurrection.   
 Paul referred to death as “sleep.”  He seemed to believe death was a lot like sleep.  
We close our eyes at night and fall asleep.  We may dream through the night…but our 
next conscious awareness is waking up.  For the person sleeping, the time asleep could be 
a twinkling of an eye or a million earth years.  I think Paul was saying that from the 
perspective of the one who sleeps there is no concept of elapsed time…no awareness of 
being dead. 
 Paul used the expression “awake from sleep” to explain his understanding of life 
after death.  Awaking from death-sleep was and is completely in God’s hands.  God alone 
controls the wake-up call.  New life after death is solely an act of God.   
 In like manner, when Paul called upon the church at Rome to “wake from sleep” 
and to "put on Christ," I believe he was telling them the cosmic alarm clock was going off.  
The appointed time had arrived.  They were to awaken from a kind of living death to the 
realization that from that moment on the story of Jesus was going to be the defining story 
of this world and of their lives.  I believe Paul was urging them to realize life in Christ was 
so completely different from life without Christ that it was very much like waking from the 
sleep of death.   

3 
 Paul wanted them to wake from something.  But he also wanted them to wake up 
to a new reality.  To what was he calling them?  He wanted them to wake from sleep… 
but to what…to what reality? 
 I happen to believe waking up each new day is a real gift.  How many times have 
we heard someone half jokingly say, “At my age I’m just glad to wake up.”  Opening our 
eyes, stretching our limps, rolling out of bed…it is all part of emerging from the state of 
sleep.  But we awaken into something.  The sun is shining or it is overcast or it is raining.  
A heavy frost nipped the last surviving plants on the front porch or the temperature did 
not get that cold and the plants live to see another day.  A hurricane has made landfall or 
has veered out to sea.  Philosophical warfare continues or a ceasefire has been declared.  
We open our eyes to find ourselves in a context.   
 To what did Paul want the Roman Christians to awaken?  In short…a world 
changed by Christ.  A world fundamentally, foundationally, organically changed because 
of Jesus resurrection.  He wanted them to see that the resurrection was not simply an odd 
or absurd event within the old world, but the symbol and starting point of something 
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completely new.  Paul was urging his readers to awaken to the reality that Jesus did not 
simply usher in a new religious possibility, not simply a new ethic or a new way of 
salvation…but a truly new creation.4 
 In such a world their only real obligation (or as Paul put it, “the only real debt they 
owed”) –  was to love one another.  In short…to be caught up in the new thing God was 
doing…in God’s new creation! 
 One of the most extraordinary things Paul ever said was that because of Christ 
Jesus “there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male and female.”5  I take this to mean 
that because of Christ Jesus all the things that mattered so much before no longer mean 
much.  The distinctions we think are so important – the differences we think make all the 
difference – don’t.   
 Paul was saying that what matters is not those things that make one person 
superior to another…not those things that divide us – but those things that unite us.  Or, 
more specifically, what matters is the One who unites us…i.e., being made one in Christ 
Jesus.   

“So,” said Paul, “quit focusing upon the wrong things.  Put on the Lord Jesus 
Christ.”  It was his way of saying the new context into which we awaken requires new 
clothing.  Don't waste a minute.  Awake from a wasted life into a new dawn brought about 
by Christ’s life, death, and resurrection.  Peel off the nightclothes of selfishness and 
ignorance and put on the new clothes of Christ.6   

4 
 Several years ago Frank Friedman and I had the opportunity to hear Ken Burns 
speak at Hampden-Sydney College.  Burns is director and producer of so many 
remarkable documentary films we have seen and loved…most notably – The Civil War 
(1990), Baseball (1994), Jazz (2001), The War (2007) and the 10th Inning (2010) a sequel to his 
film on baseball.7   
 In his speech Ken Burns said some fairly radical things on that conservative college 
campus.  He got my attention when he recalled the last words of Abraham Lincoln’s 1st 
inaugural address.   

The national upheaval of secession was a grim reality as Lincoln prepared his 
speech.  Jefferson Davis had been inaugurated as the President of the Confederacy two 
weeks earlier.  Delivered on March 4, 1861 in the midst of that sad reality, Lincoln 
concluded his address with these words: 

 
I am loath to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though 
passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of 
memory, stretching from every battlefield, and patriot grave, to every living heart and 
hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again 
touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature. 

 
 Ken Burns suggested these words of Lincoln may be the most eloquent ever written 
in the English language.  I’ll not be a judge of that claim.   
 What strikes me is that Lincoln appealed to the goodness at the heart of the 
American experiment.  He appealed to the type of knowing Jesus’ appealed to with his 
parables…a kind of common sense.  Lincoln appealed to the better angels of our nature… 
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well aware that if we were to be a united nation again it would be because we permitted 
our better nature to prevail.   
 Burns observed that we live in a dangerous time…and that what makes our age so 
dangerous is that we don’t appeal often enough to the better angels of our nature.  The 
mood so evident across our land is a belligerent posture that emphasizes what divides and 
differentiates rather than what we share in common…where a mood of suspicion rather 
than trust abounds.   
 Burns challenged the Hampden-Sydney community to do its part to reverse this 
alarming tide.  His challenge is even more imperative today. 

5 
 Paul told the Roman Christians to “wake from sleep” because they knew what time 
it was.  It was his way of appealing to what they knew in their hearts because of Jesus’ 
advent…i.e., that salvation had begun.  He urged them to lay aside thoughts and 
behaviors that did not proclaim the love of Christ…and to put on the armor of light…in 
other words, to imitate the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 The poet, T. S. Eliot, once called Jesus a “gift half-understood.”8  Might it be the case 
that because we only half-understand God’s gift of Jesus we only half-understand what 
time it is?   
 From across the great divide of time Paul says to us, “brothers and sisters who call 
Lexington Presbyterian your church home…wake from sleep and put on Christ.  Wake 
from sleep to a world alive with the grandeur of the living Christ at every turn.  Don’t 
settle for half-understanding God’s greatest gift.  Let your lives be consumed with one 
thing:  with the love of Christ…with God's love for you and your love for God directed at 
one another.  Know the joy of true communion that comes from living in the freedom of 
that love.9  Love and trust one another because that is what it means to put on Christ Jesus.  
That is what it means to be touched by the better angels of your new nature.   
 May we let God wake us up from all the ways we have been asleep…so we may 
greet the dawning of a whole new way of living God is showing us.  All to his glory.  
Amen. 
 
        Lexington Presbyterian Church 
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