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Title: It’s time to wake up
Scripture: Romans 13:11-14
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Translated: Deacon Ho Choon Siang

Introduction

There are many classical memory verses in
the book of Romans, and chapter 13:11-14 is
one of them. This Scripture passage is widely
spoken in churches because of the theologian
Augustine, who made many contributions to
the church. In his book “The Confessions of St
Augustine”, where he recorded his
experiences, there is a portion regarding his
experience of repentance: After many years
of seeking the truth and pondering, he still
struggled despite resolving to walk closer day
by day to the road of spiritual homecoming.
One day, while he was praying and weeping
in a garden, in a dilemma on when to commit
himself to God, he heard a child’s voice
nearby saying: “tolle lege”. It was Latin for
“pick up and read”. He felt that this was a
voice from God, telling him to read God’s
Holy Word to gain inspiration. Wiping his
tears, he returned to his original position,
opened the book of Romans that he had left
there earlier and read the passage of Romans
13. Augustine writes, “l did not continue
reading, for there was no need to. After
reading this verse, a spiritual light shone into
my heart, chasing away all darkness and
doubts.”

This is a story about Augustine and is also a
story of many people wandering between
light and darkness. People struggling in
darkness suddenly see the true light, and

appear to wake up from their slumber,
resolving to leave the darkness and enter into
the light to live a sober life from now on.
However, this history is not only a personal
history or personal experience, it is also the
waiting and hope of the faith community.
Hoping for the redemption with Jesus Christ’s
coming, waiting for God to intervene and
chase away the darkness. (Refer Romans
8:22-23) “We know that the whole creation
has been groaningas in the pains of
childbirth right up to the present time. Not
only so, but we ourselves, who have the
firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we
wait eagerly for our adoption to sonship, the
redemption of our bodies.”

Romans 13:11-14 is part of the lectionary for
one of the weeks of the season of Advent, the
period of four weeks before Christmas in the
church calendar, about the faith community
waiting in darkness and hope. Therefore, in
the four weeks before Christmas, at every
Sunday service, a candle is lit to remind the
church and the world: “The night is nearly
over; the day is almost here.” However, it is
not easy for people to realise they are in
darkness. Unless they are woken up, how can
people in slumber awake?

Characteristics of a believer’s life

The church lectionary passages for the first
and second Sunday of Advent are taken from
the latter chapters in the book of Romans
written by Paul to the Romans. In these
chapters, Paul describes the characteristics of
the Christian life. For example: “So let us put
aside the deeds of darkness and put on the
armor of light. Let us behave decently, as in
the daytime, not in carousing and



drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and
debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.”
(Romans 13:12-13)

These chapters are generally regarded as
Paul’s ethics, but strictly speaking, they are
more of ethics borne out of focus on the Holy
Spirit, rather than a set of rules and
regulations. Perhaps, the word “Holy” better
describes these characteristics of a believer’s
life than ethics, as “holiness” comes only
from God and is a gift from the Holy Spirit,
while ethics is something we can create,
design and guard.

But you might say are the Ten
Commandments not moral standards? When
Paul asks the believers to live out these
characteristics in their lives, that was not the
case (by the way, it is similar to Jesus’s
method). The
commandments is to “love your neighbour as

summary of the

yourself”. This is obviously not just a simple
summary, for it is much harder to obey this
than the Ten Commandments. You may refer
tothe clausesin the Ten Commandments and
say, “l did not murder anyone before”; “I did
not steal”; “l did not commit adultery”; “I
have kept the Sabbath” etc. But although you
did not violate these commandments, it does
not mean you “love your neighbour as
yourself”.

What do we usually mean when we say, “love
ourselves”? It means we always seek what
suits us the best. We seek things that benefit
us or things that help us. Now, the summary
of the commandments is to "love your
neighbour as yourself”, meaning to love our
neighbours, seeking the benefit, best
interests and happiness for them. These

efforts are not just obeying codes of conduct,
but putting in effort for the benefit of our
neighbours.

Neighbours (just as we know from the
parable of the Good Samaritan) are not those
that we choose (people we respect, or those
who do not have high demands). Neighbours
are always other people, who cross our paths
whether we like it or not. They are those that
we will not usually interact with, or even
those we try to avoid! Such neighbours
always appear amongst us and in our lives
unexpectedly.

Jesus Christ understood neighbours in this
way. Advent is the season where we wait for
Christ’s coming again. We hope for Christ’s
Second coming. Considering that summary of
the law is to “love our neighbours”, together
with the Gospel lectionary passage for the
first Sunday of Advent, we start to realise that
maybe we will meet our “neighbours” by
coincidence on the streets. Perhaps Christ’s
Second coming is that Christ will continue to
come again through neighbours. However,
we are always busy with preparation work for
Advent and Christmas celebrations, but these
are not relevant to Christ’s coming again. The
true celebration of Christmas is celebrating
the incarnation of Christ to dwell amongst us
in the body of a neighbour.

Now is the time for us to wake up from our
slumber. In this situation, how do we
understand “slumber” or “sleep”? Slumber
can be seen as death, and death is a
characteristic of a life without the Holy Spirit.
However, Paul is speaking to the Christian
community in Rome. He was speaking to



baptized Christians who live in the Spirit. It
seems that this period of slumber is a mental
slumber. These believers who have received
the gifts of the Spirit are still asleep. Just
because we have been baptized or have the
privilege as God’s children does not mean we
can live carelessly or indulge in our desires.
Instead, now the work of the Holy Spirit has
begun. He wants us to become holy, and
mould us to be aligned with Jesus Christ. Now
is the time to wake up as soon as possible, for
the real adventure has begun!

We mould ourselves through living out our
faith, such as daily prayer, repentance,
observing the Holy Communion, and love for
our neighbours. All these disciplines and
more are the armour of light. In all these
actions, it is not “us” (you or me) doing
something to make us a better person, but
the Holy Spirit working in us to make us holy,
so that we (individually or as a community)
match Jesus Christ.

It is time to wake up from our slumber
(13:11-12a)

Paul established a way of life in this reality,
that the Roman believers know of a new
“time” (kairos). Now is the time to “wake up
from your slumber”. “Wake up” is a passive
verb, meaning you do not wake yourselves up,
but are being awaken. On the other hand,
Paul uses this verb to refer to Christ’s
resurrection, and the hope of resurrection of
believers because of their baptism into Christ.
Just like Paul said: “We were therefore buried
with him through baptism into death in order
that, just as Christ was raised from the
dead through the glory of the Father, we too
may live a new life.” (Romans 6:4, also

referring to 6:9; 7:4). In this case, “slumber”
is a type of spiritual tardiness. A person needs
to wake up from it (also refer to 1
Thessalonians 5:6-11) to walk in the new life.
Paul said, it is time to return to your baptism
and become someone awoken in Christ.

Baptism wakes up believers in

slumber

Paul placed all these activities under the
framework of baptism. “Clothe yourselves
with the Lord Jesus Christ.” This is a call for us
to remember our baptism. Baptism is
“putting on Lord Jesus Christ”. In our baptism,
we put on the robe of forgiveness, and it is
this gift of forgiveness and godly love that
causes us to transcend our own darkness,
desires and flesh to live for our neighbours. A
Christian life is to practise these daily
continuously, starting from our baptism till
the day we leave this world. Baptism is a
continuous beginning. Yes, it is a type of
death and ending, but it causes us to fall into
an awakening that lasts for life.

Conclusion

We live in hope, and it is a type of positive
hope, that the unexpected coming of Christ is
no longer something fearful to us but full of
joy instead, because it comes from God.
Isaiah’s vision is no longer a distant dream
(“They will beat their swords into plowshares
and their spears into pruning hooks”), but
something fulfilled when we “love” our
neighbours in this Christian community.



