
There Is A Time

Jonah 3:1-5, 10; Psalm 62:5-12; 1 Corinthians 7:29-31; Mark 1:14-20*

Will Willimon wrote: “A few years ago I was asked to participate in a sermon series on the

theme of human sexuality. The pastor was convinced that the congregation would be grateful for a

word on the subject. The pastor told me, “All of the sermons will come from Paul’s writings.”

“Paul?” I asked. When I am looking for guidance on sexuality, I believe that Paul would be the

last place I would look.

The pastor then assigned me this Sunday’s epistle lesson: 1 Corinthians 7:29-31. I confess

that I could remember nothing about this passage. When I read it, I laughed out loud. How on earth

did this particular segment of Paul’s letter come to the pastor’s mind? What was she thinking? “The

time has drawn short. From now on, those who have wives should be like people who don’t have

them.”

“Those who have wives should be like people who don’t have them.” What’s that supposed to

mean. In some of my churches, I’ve seen some husbands who act like they’re not married but that’s

not something to be praised!

What could Paul possibly mean?

The key is in the opening statement, “The time has drawn short.” Paul believed that we are

coming toward the end, the end of the world. In so many places in his letters, Paul says that he

believes that Christ was crucified, raised from the dead, and departed to sit at the “right hand of God

the Father Almighty” as the creed says; and he also says that Christ would return and, when he

returned, Christ would end the world as we know it. Paul thought that world-ending return of Christ

would be soon: “The time has drawn short.”

Of course the next thing we’re thinking is, “Paul was wrong.” Christ did not return soon. The
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world did not end. We’re reading Paul’s letter two thousand years later. If Paul was saying thirty or

forty years, we now know that he was about two thousand years wrong.

But what if Paul meant, “the time is drawn short,” the old world has ended, a new world

beginning, but in a different way than simply “the world is coming to an end.”

We hear Paul this morning having lived through a traumatic time ourselves—the pandemic.

Perhaps that frightening, difficult experience can help us to hear Paul in a new way. In the first days

of COVID-19 there were those public health officials who sounded the initial alarm saying, “we had

better get ready. It’s coming. We must be prepared for the crisis.” Some moved into action gathering

needed supplies to fight the virus. Others said that this was making a mountain out of a mole hill. The

virus would quickly pass. It could be bad elsewhere but not here. Most of us thought it would all be

over in a couple of weeks but we were wrong.

Once there was no denying that we were in the middle of an epidemic, when we were ordered

to remain in our homes and isolate, it all turned dire. It was routine to hear people say, “Life as we

know it is over.” Or, “we will never be the same.”

School and university graduates were in grief because they had canceled graduation

ceremonies. One young woman said,” I get the feeling that the world I prepared to enter has slipped

away from me. Nobody seems to know what the new world will be except that it will be very different

than the previous world. I’m afraid that my education and preparation is going to be out of sync with

the job opportunities in the New World.”

Of course she didn’t mean that her life, her country, or all of human history was ending. What

she meant was that she feared that she was graduating into a whole new world.

In the middle of our time of quarantine and isolation a renowned economist was being

interviewed. He was asked, “When how do you think we will recover economically?” The economist
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replied, “If you can find anybody who will answer that question, you need to be very suspicious of

their answer. There are just too many unknowns. We really have not been in this situation before

economically, at least in this century. All we know for sure is that we won’t be getting back to normal

because this pandemic has so totally disrupted what we previously regarded as normal that we are

clueless about tomorrow.”

I think Paul is speaking of “time being short,” in much that way. In Christ, an old world is

ending, a new world beginning.

But knowing that an old world is ending and a new is beginning, how then should we live? That

seems to be Paul’s main concern. And what Paul says is that the ending of one age and the

beginning of another puts our life today in a different perspective. A lot of the things that we think are

so important don’t seem important.

And didn’t we learn something like that during this pandemic? In isolation, many of us felt

incredible loneliness.

“Do you know what I would give for a cup of coffee and 15 minutes of conversation with you?”

a friend said.

“I promise I will never complain about math class ever again, once we get back to school and

off-line,” the little girl said.

“I was thinking about buying a new car. I was obsessed with finding just the right car, just the

right color. Now, my main concern is groceries. What am I going to get for my family to eat next

week?” a father said.

“How is your back problem?” I asked.

“I forgot I even had a bad back,” she said. “With so many people dying, and my having food to

eat, and a safe place to stay, you’re not hear any complaints from me. This virus has completely
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changed the way we have our aches and pains.”

I had a young man stop by the church last week grateful that he had a tent but it had no poles

and he was carrying everything he owned with him. I gave him all the change I had so he could go to

the dollar store and buy and flashlight. I can tell you that it changed how I thought about my present

life! God really spoke to me that day.

I’m not saying that the pandemic was sent by God to tell us something. However, isn’t it

interesting how much we heard, how much we have changed, as a result of the pandemic? Think of

all the things in your life that consumed you in early January of last year. And how did those dreams,

those goals, those obsessions change in you by the end of March?

When the world changes as dramatically as it has during this pandemic, so many things that

preoccupied us and seemed to us so very, very important become trivial. And so many of the little

things that we took for granted are seen as valuable and life-giving.

I think that was the way it was for Paul.

I don’t think Paul was really much interested in marriage. He doesn’t have much good to say

about marriage in any of his letters. When Paul says that husbands ought to act like they don’t have

wives, I think Paul was saying that knowing that in Christ an old age is ending and a new age is

beginning, we are called to let loose some of the things that upset us and consume us. It’s a whole

new world. Everything has been shaken up, turned upside down.

“Those who buy something should be like people who don’t have possessions. Those who use

the world should be like people who aren’t preoccupied with it, because this world in its present form

is passing away,” writes Paul.

There was an ambitious man who, in just a decade, through hard work and total commitment,

moved from being a truck driver in a waste management business to owning his own business,
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supervising a couple of hundred truck drivers. Then he began buying up other businesses until he

was one of the richest people in town.

Then in his forties he was struck down by a terrible disease. The doctors told him he didn’t

have long to live. But then, wonder of wonders, he got better. After he emerged from the hospital he

call called his minister one day saying, “Rev, God has taught me a lesson.”

“You’re not saying that you think that God caused your illness, are you?” he was asked.

“I’m not exactly saying that God caused my illness, but I am saying God caused my illness to

teach me an important lesson.”

“What is the lesson that you have learned?”

He replied, “When I was lying up there in the hospital fighting for my life, I didn’t waste one

minute thinking about my business. I didn’t miss going to the office. I didn’t give a thought for all of

the big business deals we were working on. They all seemed, in my condition, like a bunch of

nothing. All I did was think about my wife and children. I also thought about my life and how I had

spent my life working for stuff that, in the end, was unimportant. I’m not the person you knew before.

I’m not living the same life that I had before.”

He then went on to talk about the changes he was going to make in his new life. He was going

to start using his talent to help other people, not merely to make money for himself and his family.

Admittedly, he really wasn’t a different person than he was before. Had the same name. Same

family. On the other hand, it was as if he had been moved to a whole new world.

“You know that old expression, ‘this is the first day of the rest of your life’? Well, that’s me.”

That’s what he said as they parted.

In a way, I think that’s what Paul wants to say to us. Once Christ comes into your life, and

once you see the truth about things, the way God is active in our world, bringing human history to that
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grand conclusion that it is God’s history, then you just can’t live the same. It’s a whole new world.

Everything is turned upside down, and suddenly things can come into focus.

We first met Paul back in Acts when he was the Church Persecutor Number One. He was

busy, on his way to Damascus, with letters from high officials, determined to stamp out all of this

Jesus nonsense once and for all. And Paul was stopped in his tracks by a blinding light from heaven.

He heard a voice calling his name. The risen Christ stood before him.

Paul didn’t know whether what happened to him, in his Damascus Road encounter with Christ,

was birth or death. It felt like both at the same time. For him, meeting Christ was a new beginning,

but it was also a dramatic ending. Much of his past was over. A very different future awaited him.

What time is it? It’s the third Sunday after the Epiphany. January 24, 2021. Though the world

doesn’t know it, our time is now God’s time. That means it’s a whole new world. The time is short.

Let’s get busy living into this new world! Thanks be to God. Amen.
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