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 LIFE Series: Living in Hope
November 26th, 2006

On June 25th, 1981, a NY businessman named Eugene Lange, returned to his old elementary school in East Harlem to address the 6th grade graduating class.  

· As a self-made millionaire, Lange had planned to deliver a standard message that if you worked hard, you would succeed.  

· But as he began walking the hallways of his old school he realized how much things had changed.  

· Beyond the conditions of the school, what really broke his heart was hearing how only 25% of the students there would ever graduate from high school and of those that did, very few would go on to college.  

· There were a lot of reasons behind this… but one of the underlying reasons was that the kids in this neighborhood lived life with very little hope… 

· And because of the despair this absence of hope gives rise to, the kids struggled to find any reason that made “trying harder” worth it.

With only minutes before he would need to address these students he makes an impromptu decision.  

· Lange understood just how tied together hope and despair really are in life… where the more hope we have, the less we despair… even through some of the tougher seasons in our lives.

· And so, after taking his place at the podium, Eugene Lange announced to those 61 elementary school graduates that if any of them went on to graduate from high school… that he would help pay their college tuition… 

· That he would personally make sure that each and every one of them could attend a four-year college.

In that moment the lives of these students began to change. Suddenly they felt something stirring up inside of them… a kind of hope many of them had never experienced before. 

· One student shared in an interview that for the first time, "I had something to look forward to, something waiting for me." 

· The result of that hope was that nearly 90 percent of that class went on to graduate from high school… and over 60% went to college.
· You see, for those students, the only ingredient that was missing in their lives was hope.  

· In a way, we’ve been created to be people of hope.  Think of it…

People go to school hoping they will one day graduate.  Then they graduate and then they hope to get a job. Then they hope they can make a good living and retire early (proof that we don’t get everything we hope for)!

· People who are single may hope to be married. People get married and sometimes can’t wait to get kids into the house. 

· Then they get kids into the house— then can’t wait to…get them out of the house!

· We’ve been created to be people of hope!  Listen… I’m sure there are at things I don’t know about all of you… 

· But I do know that you are full of hopes… and if you’re not… you’re probably not doing so well!

· Because hope is for the soul and spirit what food and water is for the body.

So, this morning I want to talk about hope… not the kind of “hope” that can be confused with wishful thinking or the kind of optimism that simply “hopes” something will turn out the way we want it to.

· Hope is more than that.  Ultimately, hope is the conviction that, because God has invaded this world in the person of Jesus Christ, the best is yet to come.
· In fact, the NT word for hope means “confident expectation”.
· Hope is standing, as David did, in front of a 9’6” giant who just happens to want to kill you… whose sword is bigger and heavier than you… and yet, still be able to say, “if God is for us, who can be against us?”
It is this hope more than anything else that enables individuals, and marriages, and families, and churches to grow and remain healthy.

· But when hope is lost, a person, a family, a church, a company… begins to die. 

· It’s as if some kind of spiritual fire goes out inside a person’s heart, and from that day on you’re just marking time. 

· We were created to be a people of hope… and without it, the meaning and purpose of life begin to slowly turn out of focus.  

· It’s why the writer of Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision (hope), the people perish.”
You see, hope connects us to the future the way memories connect with the past.  

· Imagine how disorienting it can be to loose your memories… to loose all sense of connection to your past.  

· Well… having no hope does the same in that you loose any kind of healthy anticipation regarding your future.

ILL. A woman happened to be looking out of the window of her home one day. She was horrified to see her German shepherd shaking the life out of the neighbor’s rabbit. 

· Her family had been arguing with these neighbors for some time; this was certainly wasn’t going to help!

· She grabbed a broom and ran outside, smacking the pooch until he dropped the rabbit now covered with dog spit— and extremely dead! 

· After a moment’s consideration, the woman lifted the rabbit with the end of the broom and brought it into the house. 

She then dumped its lifeless little body into the bathtub and turned on the shower. When the water running off the rabbit was clean, she rolled it over and rinsed the other side. 

· After she finished cleaning the dead little fella, she found her hairdryer and blew the rabbit dry. 

· Using an old comb, she groomed the rabbit until he looked pretty good. 

· Then, when the neighbor wasn’t looking, she hopped over the fence, snuck across the backyard, and propped him up in his cage. 

· No way she was taking the blame for this thing!

About an hour later, she heard screams coming form the neighbor’s yard. She ran outside, pretending she didn’t know what was going on. 

· What’s happened?  She asked innocently. Her neighbor came running to the fence. Her face completely blue. “Our rabbit, our rabbit!” She yelled. 

· “He died two weeks ago, we buried him—and now he’s back!”

· But it wasn’t really alive— just a fluffed-up dead rabbit.

The sad thing is that there are so many people in the world today… so many people in the church… who fluff themselves up to look okay on the outside while inside their hope has died... or is beginning to wane.  Whenever that happens…

· When an individual loses hope that he can grow and be used by God and know joy;

· When a spouse loses hope that a marriage can ever improve; 

· When a church loses the conviction that its best days lie in front of it. 

· Whenever that happens, you end up living kind of like a fluffed-up dead person… discouraged and beaten down… using whatever energy you have just to get by.

In Romans 15:13, Paul addressed the growing numbers of believers in Rome who were struggling to hold on to hope because of the increasing weight of persecution.  

· But Paul does more than simply address them… he prays for them.  

· In verse 13 he prays, "May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit."  

· You see, Paul’s prayer for them, as well as for us, is that in spite of the storms that can so quickly move into our lives, that hope would continue to overflow in our lives.  

And yet, as much as we want that, we struggle with the fact that our hopes don’t often pan out.

· Some of you had hopes for a relationship, a career, education, for kids, hopes to have accomplished something… and yet things haven’t worked out the way you wanted them to.

· The word Paul uses to expressing this, in Romans 8, is groaning. Groaning is what people do when their hopes are frustrated and they’re disappointed. 

· Like despair, that feeling of hopelessness, or groaning, comes when we recognize the huge gap between what is and what you want to be.

· Paul writes in Romans 8:22, “For we know that all creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”
· Not just groaning… but groaning as in the pains of childbirth!  How much pain is in the pain of childbirth?

Before Joyce gave birth to our first child, we went through Bradley childbirth classes together.  But what was cool is that with the Bradley method, my job was going to be more than just keep the cup of crushed ice full.  
· You see… I was going to be her coach, which, of course, sounded like a lot more fun than it actually turned out to be. 
· Well, as I shared with you before, one of the things they told me was that I should never use the word “pain”.  
· So, instead of asking Joyce if she was experiencing multiple waves of earth shattering pain, I should simply ask, “Are you experiencing any discomfort?”
In spite of how calm she remained… I could see the winces of pain… the sharp spikes showing up on her monitor… the drops of sweat from her brow.
· Since I was the coach I knew I had to do something, I nudged her a little bit to get her attention.  I leaned over her a bit and, with nothing but a sincere and caring heart, I asked her… “Joyce, are you experiencing some discomfort?”
· She opened her eyes and gave me a look that could have melted Alaska! 

· The pains of childbirth… now I can’t say I’ve ever had to experience anything like that… but I’ll tell you… having that kidney stone a few weeks ago has got to pull in an even second!

And yet, as I read the Bible, I don’t think anyone experienced that groaning… the aching of living life somewhere between where you are and where you want to be… more than the disciples had after Jesus was crucified.  

· For 3 years they watched in anticipation as Jesus worked miracles right in front of them and taught them with the kind of authority they had never seen before. 

· These guys banked their lives on Jesus being who he said he was. 

· In front of all his closest friends, Peter shared how he believed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the Living God.

· But now the unthinkable has taken place… and their joy has been replaced with despair, as Jesus was brutally beaten and now hanging on that cruel wooden cross. 

· And… when Jesus died, their hope died with Him.

With their hopes dashed, we read in Luke 24, how several of Jesus’ followers were walking home to their village a few miles away from Jerusalem.  A stranger walks up to them and asks them why they were so sad.

· They looked at him and said… you must be the only guy in Jerusalem who hasn’t heard what has happened.

· They went a little further… and eventually stopped to eat… and when Jesus asked God’s blessing on it, they realized who was sitting on the other side of the table!

And then, with that confident expectation that comes from renewed hope… do you remember what they did? They turned right around and ran right back to Jerusalem!

· Despair sent them home… but hope brought them back to Jerusalem!

· It’s why Peter wrote so excitedly in 1 Peter 1:3, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”
· Suddenly the meaning and purpose of their lives came back into focus… and with that renewed hope… joy and vision and anticipation was given new life in them.
And yet, in spite of your deep conviction that God loves you and that He’s present in your life… what if you still find yourself in that place of hopelessness… or even just heading that way?  
· Is there any area in your life where you find yourself loosing hope?
· Truth is, as we live out our lives, we’ll all come to those crossroads where, because of the circumstances, both in our own lives and the world around us, we can begin drifting towards despair and hopelessness. 
· It’s easy to get there isn’t it?  You turn on the news and hear a report about Iran and North Korea and you begin to forget that only God holds the future in His hands… not some rogue terrorist.

Maybe your kid gets into trouble and you wonder if they’ll ever get back on the right track.

· Maybe you hoped to be further along in your career and you’re beginning to loose hope of doing what you really want to do.

· Maybe life is just so over-the-top… so busy, so complicated… and you’re beginning to loose hope that life will ever ease up for you.

· Maybe you’ve made some bad choices and you’ve come to see yourself as damaged goods… and that you’ve lost hope that you can ever be any more than that.

· Maybe you’re beginning to loose hope that your marriage or your health or finances can improve… 

· What ever the issue is, when we get to that place where we discover despair beginning to settle in, is there anything we can do to recover hope in our lives?

1. We need to Reach Up!

We all know problems are just an inevitability of life 

· How many have at least one problem? 

· How many are sitting next to someone who looks like they have a problem? 

· How many of you are sitting next to your problem?

· The truth is that, as we all know, life really can get almost unbearable at times. Paul experienced this a number of times… 

In 2 Corinthians 1:8-9a, Paul wrote, “I think you ought to know, dear brothers about the trouble we went through in the province of Asia. We were crushed and completely overwhelmed, and we thought we would never live through it. In fact, we expected to die.”
· Paul wasn’t just having a bad day here… he was in despair… completely overwhelmed… convinced that they were going to die.

· And yet, in spite of all that was going on around him, he was reminded that his hope can’t rest in his circumstances… that we can’t pin our hope to any person or to mere wishful thinking…

· Instead, the power of hope to undo despair in our lives isn’t so much because of hope itself… but our loving, powerful God, who is the object of our hope.

He goes on in verses 10&11… “But as a result, we learned not to rely on ourselves, but on God who can raise the dead. And he did deliver us from mortal danger. And we are confident that he will continue to deliver us. He will rescue us because you are helping by praying for us.”
· As hard as it can be in the middle of the storm, we can find renewed hope as we turn to God in prayer… as we re-connect with Him and find our place again in His presence.

We can also find renewed hope was we find that quiet place and interact with the Father through His Word.

· In Romans 15:4, Paul wrote, “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”

· It’s in His Word that we discover His essential character… His love, His goodness, His nearness.  And it’s these things that serve as our anchors as we face life’s storms.
2. We need to Reach Out!

When you find yourself without much hope, it’s also important to reach out to others.  Even for those of you who are newer to the church… don’t be afraid to ask for help.

· Paul continues in 2 Corinthians 1:10b-11a saying, “On him (Jesus) we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us, as you help us by your prayers. Then many will give thanks on our behalf for the gracious favor granted us in answer to the prayers of many.”
· Even Paul knew that he couldn’t do it alone… he needed the support and prayers of other Christians… and he wasn’t afraid to ask for it.

Several years ago I took an overnight retreat up in the Catskill Mountains.  And while I was there, I started walking along a trail that circled a lake.  There were warning signs all over… but I decided to take my chances.

· It only took a minute or two before I understood what was behind the warning signs.  

· There had been an ice storm just a few days before that… and around every branch was nearly an inch of ice.  Hundreds of limbs and a large number of trees had snapped in half… littering the trails.

· But one thing I noticed was that the denser the trees were in an area, the less damage there was.  Even though those trees were bent over, they were able to lean against the other trees, which kept them standing.

· When we need to recover hope, if we want to keep standing, then we need to learn to lean on others.

3. We need to Reach In!

In Colossians 1:27, Paul describes the “hope of Glory” as being Christ in us.

· In other words, our hope can’t be in our accomplishments, our works, our politicians, bank account, or our circumstances… 

· Instead… our hope needs to be in Him… and His promises to us in Hebrews 13:5, for example, that He “never leave us nor forsake us.”
· Hope comes as we find our rest in the Father’s presence… as we give Him access to our lives… our hearts.  The source of Hope is in Him!  

· We read earlier from Romans 15:13… "May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit."   

· The source of Hope is God… not anything this world has to offer.

4. We need to Give In!

A few months ago, we did something as a family that I haven’t done in years.  Joyce and I took Becca & Sarah bowling.  I was pretty surprised at how different things looked… 

· The room was lit with neon lights, everything was computerized… it was pretty cool.  The only things that didn’t change were the horrible rental shoes and the bad pizza.

· Ever watch what people do after they let go of the ball? They wave at it, they talk to it, they threaten it, they contort their bodies…

· lean to one side, hop on one foot, hunch their shoulders… as if they had some kind of magic control over an object that is no longer in their hands.
· You see, once you get to that foul line and release that ball… there’s just nothing else you can do. You just need to let go!
The reality about life is that we’re in control of a lot less than we think we are.  I realize that the illusion of control can be fairly intoxicating to some… but you don’t even control your next breath… the next beat of your heart.

· We end up carrying around these burdens & disappointments, trying to steer a bowling ball that, in reality, we often have no control over. 

· And what God is inviting us to do is to just put it down… to just let Him take over from here.

Is there some area of your life you think God might be saying that to you this morning? Maybe you’ve been trying to hold on to something or control something in your life: kids, marriage, somebody you’re worried about, a boss, a co-worker or a relationship. 

· And God is saying would you just love them and let them go… and let Me?!

· There are going to be times when, like Paul, you begin to react to your circumstances in a way that takes your attention away from God. But understand this…

· Wherever you’re most tempted to worry, wherever your future looks most uncertain, whatever might be discouraging you… 

· Remember what Paul says in Romans 5:5, that “There is a hope that does not disappoint.”
· That Jesus in your life is the “hope of glory” who will never abandon you.

You don’t need to come to church… all “fluffed-up” when you know you feel so little hope inside.

· Know that you can Reach up to Him… Reach out to others… Reach in to Know Him more… and give in… to surrender those anxieties to Him.

· And why?  Because as Peter simply writes in 1 Peter 5:7, “Because He cares for you.”
· In Ephesians 1:18 Paul prays again for the church saying, “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the confident hope to which he has called you…”

