
Sermon 182: Romans 13:11-12: What time is it? 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Motivated by the times 
Knowing the times 
Living in light of the times 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
What time is it?  Where are we in the unfolding of time?  There are different answers to this 
question depending on your worldview.  If you are materialist that has science as your 
religion, then the answer is we are somewhere between the big bang and the big 
freeze/crunch.  If you are New Age we are living in the time of Aquarius and no longer in 
the age of Pisces.  The age of Pisces being represented by a fish was the age of Christianity 
and of hierarchy and power.  They now believe that we are in the age of Aquarius and this 
is the age of knowing yourself and becoming.  All the conflicts of minority groups gaining 
equal rights and clashing with older traditional values is seen as a mark of this transition.  
The bible has God’s view of time.  And it is an awareness of this time and the nature of it 
that Paul turns to in the next section in Romans 13:11-14, ‘Besides this you know the time, 
that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than 
when we first believed.12 The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off 
the works of darkness and put on the armor of light.13 Let us walk properly as in the 
daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and sensuality, not in 
quarreling and jealousy.14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the 
flesh, to gratify its desires.’  This section falls naturally into two parts.  V11-12a deals with 
the fact of what time it is; and 12b-14 deals with how we ought to live in light of the facts.  
We will be focusing on 11-12a today as we seek to understand the nature of the times.   
 
Today we want to do three things as we look at this section.  We want to note how Paul 
motivates the Christian to live in light of the times.  We want to note the nearness of the 
times and try to understand that; and then finally we want to allow the biblical view of time 
to lay our priorities out before us.   
 
Motivated by the times 
 
Let us first try and understand Paul’s overall flow of thought.  Paul has just told us to pay 
the outstanding debt of love, v8.  He has motivated us to doing this by reminding us that 
love fulfils the law which we are all to obey.  Paul moves on from the idea that we ought to 
love one another because it fulfils the law to another motivation that ought to drive the 
Christian in their obedience, living in light of the Day of the Lord, ‘Besides this you know the 
time.’  Romans 12 began calling us to be living sacrifices on the basis of the mercies of God, 
but this is not the only way Pau motivates us to our obedience, he has just encouraged us 
to love because it fulfils the law, and now to live as Christians because of the times.   
 
This is a common motivation in the NT, even in the OT, but it is a rare one for the believer 
in the 21st century.  Here are just a few verses. Titus 2:11-14, ‘For the grace of God has 
appeared, bringing salvation for all people, 12 training us to renounce ungodliness and 
worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, 13 
waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 



Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for 
himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.’ 
1 Pet. 1:13-17, ‘Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set 
your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 14 
As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 15 but 
as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, "You 
shall be holy, for I am holy." 17 And if you call on him as Father who judges impartially 
according to each one's deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your 
exile.’ 
2 Pet. 3:11-12, ‘Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought 
you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the 
day of God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the 
heavenly bodies will melt as they burn!’ 
1 John 3:2-3, ‘Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet 
appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see 
him as he is. 3 And everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure.’ 
1 Tim. 6:13-14, ‘I charge you in the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of 
Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, 14 to 
keep the commandment unstained and free from reproach until the appearing of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.’ 
 
Waking from sleep, casting off the works of darkness, making no provision for the flesh, 
walking in peace with one another, being upright and godly in this dark age, zealous for 
good works, sober-minded, walking in the fear of God knowing that our Father will also be 
our judge, being pure as He is pure, remaining unstained until the day of His return!  All of 
this obedience is called upon in light of the second coming.  This was a recurring motivation 
for the early church in how they lived in this world. 
 
Do you feel you lack a sense of urgency in your life?  One of the reasons is because we do 
not remind ourselves what time we are living in.  We are dying men, preaching to dying 
men, and we live in a dying world which will soon pass away.  We do not sense that we are 
living on a sinking ship.  Ironically, many unbelievers are more urgent for green policies to 
stop global warming so that sea levels don’t rise than Christians are who have a more 
certain ending ahead of them.  Listen to Paul’s personal motivation to preach in light of the 
coming of Christ, 2 Cor. 5:9-11, ‘So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to 
please him.  For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one 
may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.  Therefore, 
knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade others. But what we are is known to God, and I 
hope it is known also to your conscience.’   
 
Paul says, ‘the hour has come for you to wake from sleep.  For salvation is nearer to us now 
than when we first believed.’  Sleep here is a reference to the numb state of unbelief we 
once used to live in.  In the ancient world, everyone would rise at dawn to get their work 
done before the hottest time of the day.  Sleeping was not merely a mark of laziness, but 
was destructive because it was economically detrimental.  Sleep is a fitting picture for the 
effects of sin as we hand ourselves over to deeper levels of worldliness.  There is the stage 
of stopping all activity and creeping under the covers and slowing down while your body 
warms up and you enter into the pre-sleep drift.  There is that stage where you put all 
thoughts out of your head that might disturb the process of handing yourself over to sleep.  
There is the nodding off where sleep does not take you immediately but your drift in and 



out.  Then there is the forgetfulness of deep sleep.  Some of us have fitful sleep where we 
are disturbed and awake but force ourselves back to sleep.  Some are in dream land 
absorbed in an alternate reality.  Some are awaking but refusing to get out of bed.  Some 
are putting their heads under the cover to block out the light.  Some of us might have just 
spilled out of bed and are in a half sleep stumbling around trying to rub the sleep out of our 
eyes.  We are all struggling with the effects of sin while we are still in this body of death.  
Which stage are you in?  ‘The hour has come for you to wake from sleep.’ 
 
Knowing the times 
 
Now a question that arises whenever the matter of the second coming comes up is the 
question of when it will happen.  And more specifically the apparent problem of the NT’s 
expectation of an imminent arrival, and yet here we are 2000 years later and Jesus still has 
not come.  There are at least three indications of a near timing.  ‘For salvation is nearer to 
us now than we first believed.’  ‘The night is far gone.’  ‘The day is at hand.’  Paul’s 
reference to the hour having come is more likely to be a reference to the need to be awake 
and not necessarily an another indicator of the nearness of Christ’s return.  The idea of 
salvation being near, the salvation in question is not our individual new births, but rather the 
final resurrection and recreation when Jesus returns.  The night being far gone is marking 
the fact that we are living in a passing evil age.  And the day which is at hand is the Day of 
the Lord which is taught in many places in the OT.  This is the day when God will fulfil all 
His promises to undo the works of evil and make a new world for His people to live in that is 
free from the effects of the fall.  
 
Paul is certain there will be a day of the Lord but he does not know when it will be.  The fact 
that Christ’s return is unknown has created some controversy.  Not merely because there 
have been modern day false prophets who have assumed to know more than Jesus on the 
issue, but because there are statements in the Scriptures which seem to give a mixed 
message on the time of His return.   
It has been pointed out that there are statements in the Gospels and the letters about the 
coming of Christ in His kingdom as immanent, but then also as distant, as well as being 
unknown altogether.  Let us view these verses and seek a way to understand them.   
 
Verses that speak of an imminent coming of the kingdom: 
Mark 9:1, ‘And he said to them, "Truly, I say to you, there are some standing here who will 
not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power." 
Mark 13:30, ‘Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take 
place.’  (Matt. 24:34, Luke 21:32).   
Matt. 10:23, ‘When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next, for truly, I say to you, 
you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.’ 
 
Paul likewise spoke of an imminent return: 
Rom. 13:11-12, ‘Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake 
from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. 12 The night is far 
gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off the works of darkness and put on the armor 
of light.’   
1 Cor. 7:29, ‘This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very short. From 
now on, let those who have wives live as though they had none.’ 
Phil. 4:5, ‘Let your reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand.’ 
Rom. 16:20, ‘The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. The grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ be with you.’ 
 



The other authors of Scripture: 
Heb. 10:37, ‘For, "Yet a little while, and the coming one will come and will not delay.’ 
James 5:8-9, ‘You also, be patient. Establish your hearts, for the coming of the Lord is at 
hand. 9 Do not grumble against one another, brothers, so that you may not be judged; 
behold, the Judge is standing at the door.’ 
1 Pet. 4:7, ‘The end of all things is at hand; therefore be self-controlled and sober-minded 
for the sake of your prayers.’ 
Rev. 1:1, ‘The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the 
things that must soon take place.’   
 
Despite this expectation of Christ coming at any possible moment Paul also entertains the 
possibility that Christ’s coming could be after his death, (phil. 1:23).  2 Pet. 3:3-4 speaks 
about God’s patience in not coming, ‘knowing this first of all, that scoffers will come in the 
last days with scoffing, following their own sinful desires. 4 They will say, "Where is the 
promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things are continuing as 
they were from the beginning of creation."  And add to that the fact that Jesus Himself 
spoke in His parables about various delays, Luke 19:11, ‘As they heard these things, he 
proceeded to tell a parable, because he was near to Jerusalem, and because they supposed 
that the kingdom of God was to appear immediately.’  Matt. 25:5, ‘As the bridegroom was 
delayed, they all became drowsy and slept.’  Luke 12:45, ‘But if that servant says to himself, 
'My master is delayed in coming,' and begins to beat the male and female servants, and to 
eat and drink and get drunk.’ 
 
So then how do we square up these differences, the message of soon, delay and unknown?  
Let me tell you about two wrong ways of looking at this diversity, and then offer a 
resolution.  Firstly, there is a view called the ‘Preterist’ view.  This view looks at all the times 
that the Bible talks about soon, and in this generation, and how Jesus was speaking to the 
apostles about what they would see with regard to the coming of the kingdom of the Son.  
They emphasize the imminent aspect of the message and claim that Christ’s judgement of 
Jerusalem and the Temple in 70 A.D. is the coming of the kingdom that Christ warned 
about, and all of the Olivet Discourse is explained by something already past.  This view has 
gone as far as to say that the New Jerusalem in Rev. 21-22 is not the new heavens and a 
new earth but the church in this age bringing about the transformation of culture.  This view 
takes seriously the message about ‘soon’ but does not answer the problem of ‘delay.’ 
Secondly, we have the futurist view.  This view is held by Dispensationalists and they see 
the book of Revelation and the Olivet Discourse as speaking of a Tribulation sometime in the 
future.  The details of fleeing synagogues and praying that they will not have to flee on the 
Sabbath is accounted for by seeing the national return of Israel as the battle ground where 
the battle of Armageddon will be fought, with Ezekiel’s temple rebuilt to be desolated by the 
Antichrist.  This view takes seriously the fact that there is a delay but have no answer for 
the issues of ‘soon’ and this generation will see.   
 
In order for us to appreciate the diversity of these references the best place for us to look is 
at Christ’s Olivet discourse. Matt. 24:1-3, ‘Jesus left the temple and was going away, when 
his disciples came to point out to him the buildings of the temple. 2 But he answered them, 
"You see all these, do you not? Truly, I say to you, there will not be left here one stone 
upon another that will not be thrown down."   As he sat on the Mount of Olives, the 
disciples came to him privately, saying, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be 
the sign of your coming and of the close of the age?"  You will notice that there are three 
questions that are asked by the disciples.  Certain assumptions are evident in the questions.  
Notice that Jesus spoke of the temple being destroyed this led the disciples to ask about 
when this would happen.  But notice in their question that they assume that the destruction 



of the temple and the day of judgement, the end of the age are to happen at the same 
time.  Jesus answers the questions that the disciples have pointing to two events, firstly the 
destruction of the temple and then the Second coming, with signs that will precede the 
Second Coming.  Jesus gives answers that have to do with two different time periods.  Now 
the disciples did not know that they were two different divided events, nor would they have 
anticipated there being so far 2000 years of history between the events.  But we see that 
Jesus in the style of the OT prophets puts the two events side by side.  
  
Seeing these two parts as separated.  With hindsight we can see that the prophets put 
things relating to the first coming of Christ and the second coming of Christ side by side, 
likewise God’s judgements upon Jerusalem and the world are put side by side but separated 
by time.  So as we read parts of the Olivet discourse we can see things that relate to Israel 
and the temple which would have been fulfilled in 70 A.D. and there are things that could 
not be done in the first century but are left until the end of the age when Jesus will judge 
the whole world and not just an unbelieving Israel.  For example, in Mark’s Gospel 13:14-23 
are related to the temple and Israel but 24-27 are related to Christ’s second coming.  Much 
of the Olivet discourse is fulfilled and there is nothing left between now and Christ’s second 
coming.  Seeing some things as already come to pass and some things still to come to pass 
this is the only way we can make sense of those verses that speak of soon and those that 
speak of delay.  But ultimately we do not know when that day will be. 
 
In our own portion Paul could not mean that the day of the Lord could come at any second 
because in 2 Thess. 2:3 he tells us that the man of sin must come first. 
 
Living in light of the times. 
   
Paul assumes that these Roman Christians know the times and the appropriate way to act.  
Let me take this last point to emphasize certain aspects of the times we are in and how we 
ought to act.   
 
If you know the times you will know that this present age is an evil age, Gal. 1:4.  This is 
not paradise, this is the age afflicted by the ravages of God’s judgements upon sin and 
where the devil is presently being allowed to rampage.  This is not our home.  1 Cor. 7:31 
tells us that this present evil age is passing away and is not the inheritance that is 
imperishable that is being kept for us.  How many of you would build your house on a 
foundation of ice?  None of us!  Why?  Because it is merely a matter of time before it all 
melts away.  And so it is with this age.  There is an end coming.  We live for another age 
not this one.   
 
If you know the times you will know that this is the day of salvation.  Both believers and 
unbelievers need to know what time it is.  Jesus has come, He has risen from the dead, and 
one day He will come again to judge every person.  But now is a time when salvation is 
being offered, now is a day where salvation is at hand.  It will not always be possible to be 
saved.  When you die it is too late, if Jesus comes again it is too late.  Today is the day of 
salvation.  Do not delay in trusting in Christ.   
 
If you know the times you will also know that this is the time of God’s patience.  2 Pet. 3:9-
10, ‘The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward 
you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.10 But the day 
of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the 
heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done 
on it will be exposed.’  The long time since the first coming of Christ is not a sign of 



weakness but of God’s patience and willingness to save.  Christians should be motivated to 
use this time of patience to fulfil God’s will in actively presenting the gospel to as many as 
possible. 
 
Knowing the time we ought to redeem the time.  Jonathan Edwards made a set of 
resolutions for himself, let me end by reading the one on redeeming the time.  He resolved 
‘never to lose one moment of time, but to improve it in the most profitable way I can.’      
             


