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“Redeeming The Time”


New Year’s Eve								    December 31, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								Lamentations 3:19-33
Epistle Lesson										I Peter 1:22-25
Gospel Lesson									      Matthew 28:16-20

The text for this evening is Ephesians 5:15-16.  I’ve printed it out on the service folder on page 5.  I’d like you to look at that.  I like it so much I’ve actually printed it out twice—once in the King James Version, and once in the Revised Standard Version.  First in the King James:  “See then that ye walk circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise, redeeming the time, because the days are evil.”  And now in the Revised Standard:  “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are evil.”  I’d like you to keep that handy so you can look at it as I refer to it.  

When I attended seminary, my major area of study was the New Testament.  I took in-depth courses in all but a few books of the New Testament.  These courses involved daily translation of assigned sections of the book, commentary research in several commentaries for each book, word studies in dictionaries, major papers on issues of interpretation, examinations, and what are called exegetical papers.  An exegetical paper involved only one or two verses.  And an exegetical paper asked only one question.  That question is:  How should this verse be translated?  Most exegetical papers could be no longer than two single spaced typed pages.  In those two pages we were to state the issues involved in translating this verse, the options for translation, which translations caused problems, any textual issues that might affect translation, and we were then to translate the verse in a way that most exactly conveyed its meaning.  Though the papers could be no longer than two pages, and most professors simply quit reading at the bottom of the second page, it was expected that the list of sources consulted would be longer than two pages.  So it was expected that your bibliography would be longer than your paper. 

I still remember the paper I did on Ephesians 5:15-16, because it turned out to be much more than an assignment for me.  That assignment changed the way I look at the process of living, the way I look at mental outlook, how I view time, and how I look at the world around me.  And that’s what I want to share with you.  I’ve printed these verses in the both the King James Version and the Revised Standard Version in the service folder as an aid to help you internalize this text.  That’s what we’re doing here—we’re trying to help you internalize the text—so it’s something you carry with you.

It’s divided into four parts.  If you look, the first part is, “See then that you walk circumspectly.”  The second part, “Not as fools but as wise.”  The third part, “Redeeming the time.”  And the fourth part, “Because the days are evil.”  

The first part talks about the process of living.  For the first part, the King James Version is to be preferred here, because it uses the word “circumspectly.”  This word has gone out of fashion.  It’s not used any more, and that’s really too bad.  So the Revised Standard Version uses “carefully.”  But “carefully” is so bland that it is hardly even noticed.  In fact, when I typed up these notes, my computer underlined “circumspectly, and then suggested other words, among them “carefully.”  Circumspectly” is basically a Latin phrase which means “look all around you.”  It means exactly that—“look all around you.”  You should live constantly looking all around you.  When you get into your automobile this evening this will make sense.  We are to drive circumspectly, and that is why we have all those mirrors on our cars.  That is why we have so many warning signs along the side of the road.  The message is:  Don’t drive with your eyes glued on the road in front of you, don’t drive with your eyes glued on something inside the car, drive circumspectly—always aware of what is going on around you.  When I was a teenager, in Wisconsin, preparing to take my driver’s test, it was common knowledge that people who didn’t look over their left shoulder before pulling away from the curb automatically failed the test right then.  To not look over your shoulder before you pulled away from the curb, was to be driving not circumspectly.  

Though we don’t use the word circumspectly any more, we do have three phrases that we use that refer to the need to be circumspect.  The first we have is “have your head on a swivel.”  Have you ever heard that?  Football players use that a lot.  They say, “When you’re on a football field, you’d better have your head on a swivel.” I think some soldiers use that too when they go into combat.  The point is to be always looking all around.

The second phrase we use is “don’t get blindsided.”  To be blindsided is to live so as you aren’t paying attention to some direction, and something creeps up on you from that side, and you are blindsided.

The third phrase we use is “make sure to check the blind spot.”  When I run for governor, I’m going to suggest two new laws for the State of Minnesota.  First, people would need a license to wear spandex.  And second, people could be arrested for not being aware of their surroundings.  I think that should be a law.  The message here that St. Paul gives us isn’t to be a nervous wreck.  But it is to be aware of what is going on around you—live circumspectly.  Don’t have blinders on.  Be aware of your surroundings.  

The second part of these verses:  Mental outlook.  Here again, the King James is to be preferred, because it makes a stronger contrast between the words “fool” and “wise.”  The Revised Standard Version wants to be more politically correct, and so it avoids the word “fool.”  That’s why the King James Version is better.  Basically a fool is a person who refuses to take in information.  Let that sink in.  A fool is a person who refuses to take in information.  A fool is content with opinions.  A fool’s mind is made up.  A fool divides all information into two piles.  The first pile is information that appears to confirm his opinions.  The second pile is lies, nonsense, and made-up data.  A fool sizes things up quickly and sticks with that judgment forever.  A wise person is basically a person who is still taking in information; a person who is still listening; a person who is still gathering clues about life; a person who is still inquisitive; trying to learn.  A wise person is not content with opinions, but continues to add information to his or her data base—continues to take in information.  A wise person isn’t wishy-washy, but a wise person is willing to expand his or her thinking when information is taken in.  A wise person evaluates information on its merits, and enjoys growing mentally.  The wise person humbly accepts the fact that sometimes opinions change, sometimes points of view mature and develop.  A wise person can be slow to size things up, and may have a change of mind and a change of heart along the way.  And St. Paul writes, “Don’t live as a fool, but live as a wise person.”

Third, how are we to view time?  The word translated as time in these verses is a very specific word.  It describes time as a series of moments.  There’s a moment; there’s a moment; there’s a moment; there’s a moment; there’s another one; there’s another one; there’s another one.  The Greek language has a word that refers to time as a span, but that’s not the word that is used here.  It’s a very specific word, and it describes time as a series of moments.  It describes each moment as an opportunity—important in itself.  When we think of time as a large expanse, we tend to devalue our moments.  The word that is used here for time encourage us to value each moment as a unique opportunity set before us by God.  And then it asks us to see our lives as the sum of the moments God has given us.  Are you not amazed at the number of people who are content to waste their moments, and then act surprised when their lives don’t add up to much?  I’m constantly amazed at that.

For the other word used in reference to time, the Revised Standard Version is to be preferred.  The original Greek word means something like, “buy up to the fullest extent, or buy back to the fullest extent.”  These are both rather strange ideas, but maybe this will help.  When you go shopping and you find a real bargain on an item that you use all the time, you will probably buy as much of it as you can reasonably store for future use.  In doing this, you are making the most of the opportunity presented to you by the bargain before you.  And this is what the verse is saying, “Every God-given moment is a bargain—so make the most of it.  Buy it up to the fullest.”  However, the King James Version which says “redeeming the time,” has something to add as well.  When Christian people make the most of a God-given moment, they have actually redeemed that moment.  They have bought back that moment from Satan.  I know a woman who was trying to sell a very expensive piece of property.  She had several offers on this property.  She did not take the highest offer she got.  This is the truth.  She took a lower offer because the highest offer came from Denny Hecker, and she didn’t want him to get it.  This was about eight years ago.  By taking the lower offer, she took that property out of his hands.  She bought it back for her purposes, not for his purposes.  When we use an opportunity to its fullest, we are buying something out of Satan’s hands, back into God’s hands.  Think about it this way.  When your response keeps an argument from happening, you have redeemed that moment—you have bought that moment back.  When you have encouraged hope, when there could have been anger, you have redeemed that moment—you’ve bought it back.  You’ve taken it out of Satan’s hands.  When you took time to listen and then act out of understanding, rather than annoyed reactivity, you have redeemed a moment.  You have bought it back out of Satan’s hands.  Satan had what he wanted to do with that moment, but you have taken it away from him—you have bought it back.  

And finally, we’ll look at the fourth part of these verses, “because the days are evil.”  You will notice that the King James Version and the Revised Standard Version both read “because the days are evil.”  That is because there is absolutely no mystery here; there is absolutely no ambiguity in the words whatsoever.  This is exactly what Paul wrote “because the days are evil.”  This is God’s Word.  This is what we take to the bank.  The world is a mess.  It always has been; it always will be.  This was true when Paul wrote it, and it has been true every time it has been read, since the day he wrote it.  It was true back in the First Century; it is true this evening.  “The days are evil” is a good thing to remember.  By nature, the goal of our lives is to be left alone—to enjoy ourselves, with nothing much to do, in a world where things go well without us.  This is a wonderful goal, but here is the wrench in the works.  The days are evil!  A good question to ask ourselves each day we are alive is this:  “Well, what were you expecting?”  Here is what we are to expect.  We are to expect the days to be evil.  We might visit Disneyland, but this is where we live.  Maybe that’s why I’m not such a fan of the news.  For the most part, it isn’t news.  It’s about what I was expecting, because the days are evil.  When I watch the news on television and they tell me things.  I sit there and nod, and say, “I expected that.  That’s about right.  It’s not news.  You’re just telling me that the days are evil.  I’ve known that all along.  The Word of God tells me that.  My experience tells me that, so how could it be news?”  It’s the one part of these verses about which there is no mystery, there is no ambiguity—the days are evil.  They always have been; and they always will be.  

So, how would I translate these verses?  Well, here’s no surprise.  My translation is a little longer than you will find in any Bible.  I’m going to read my translation, and then I’m going to re-read it to you.  “As you go from 2009 to 2010, don’t be so wrapped up in your own life that you are not aware of what is going on around you.  Very often having strong opinions simply means a person has quit thinking and learning.  So don’t be so clueless that you confuse having opinions with being wise.  See each moment as a God-given opportunity, and then make the most of it so your life is a redemptive presence.  Because the days in which you live are filled with evil, and your humble presence can make a difference for God.”

“As you go from 2009 to 2010, don’t be so wrapped up in your own life that you are not aware of what is going on around you.  Very often having strong opinions simply means a person has quit thinking and learning.  So don’t be so clueless that you confuse having opinions with being wise.  See each moment as a God-given opportunity, and then make the most of it so your life is a redemptive presence.  Because the days in which you live are filled with evil, and your humble presence can make a difference for God.”  Amen
