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This the first Sunday in Advent and with this festival, the cycle of our church calendar begins again. 
We have come through the space of time called the “Ordinary Days,” that time between Pentecost 
and Advent when, having been filled with the Spirit, we are sent forth to live as witnesses in a 
world that needs light. Often it is during this time that discouragement can set in. Think of it, how 
long has it been since Jesus walked the earth, and died on the cross? How long has it been since 
the Spirit was sent to infill every believer to give us power to live and to witness? How long has 
it been since the first words were preached that are summed up in our statement, “Christ has died; 
Christ has risen; Christ will come again?” As it is symbolized in this interim period of the Church 
calendar, the ordinary days can be quite tedious and wearisome. It is during this time, that darkness 
can set in and we lose hope and dwell on the words, “O Lord, how long?”

John Calvin wrote, “…hope is nothing else than the expectation of the things that faith has believed 
to be truly promised by God. Thus Faith believes God to be truthful: Hope expects that He will 
show His veracity at the opportune time. Faith believes God to be our Father: Hope expects that 
He will always act as such toward us. Faith believes the eternal life to be given to us: Hope expects 
that it shall at some time be revealed. Faith is the foundation on which Hope rests: Hope nourishes 
and maintains faith.”

As the writer of Hebrews says, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things 
not seen.”

What is hope? Often times we hear people saying such things as “Well, we can only hope.” “I only 
hope it’s true.” For us in the modern world hope is a last resort; when all else fails – hope. There is 
probably no chance of it happening but “we can always hope.” Hope for us has become an almost 
fatalistic approach to situations that are beyond our control and when in actuality, we have probably 
given up.  

In the Scriptures, this is not so. Hope is a very active and forward thinking word. Some of the 
English words used to define the Hebrew word for hope are: expectant; binding together; it 
expresses the straining of the mind in a certain direction towards an expected result. It is by no 
means fatalistic or without any real outcome. One writer has said that “Hope is dynamic, active, 
directive and life sustaining. In the Scripture, “to hope” means that you know it will happen, you 
just don’t know when.

In the world of Isaiah the nations were constantly in a posture of war and intimidation, to conquer 
or be conquered. Isaiah and all of the prophets declare that this is the result of one thing – the 
human condition of not being in relationship with God and understanding His plans and purposes. 
As you read through the prophecies of Isaiah he is constantly calling the people back to God; he 
warns the rulers of relying on military might whether it is their own or by aligning with other 
nations. He keeps reminding them of the holiness of God and the need to repent, to catch His 
vision, and then to live within the structure of God’s kingdom. 



Time and again Isaiah’s words are rejected. However, every year, throughout the religious cycle of 
the calendar, they would keep the festivals and holy days, they would remember the covenant at 
Passover; they would offer the appropriate sacrifices during the year and especially on the Day of 
Atonement; but they had become so used to the status quo, with nothing changing, that it was all 
done by rote with no real meaning behind it. They had forgotten that they were the ones who had 
turned their backs on God’s covenant; they were the ones who had traded God’s kingship for that of 
a mortal man because “they wanted to be like the other nations.” They had forgotten that they were 
the ones who had become rich in their own eyes and ignored the warnings of trusting in riches and 
physical strength rather than in the goodness of God. They ignored the words of the psalmist who 
says in Psalm 20 – “Some trust in chariots, some in horses, but we will remember the name of the 
Lord our God.”

In this kind of condition it is easy to become depressed and to lose sight of that which is eternal and 
to focus only on what we can experience with our senses. Words of hope and encouragement, even 
words calling us to repentance can become a noisy gong or a clanging symbol to which we reply, 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. So what? It doesn’t change things.” The words of Ecclesiastes then become our 
mantra, “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity.” “There is nothing new under the sun.” It can become very 
depressing and in this state of mind, darkness settles in.

At this point in the history of Israel the idea of a messiah was only beginning to form. As Paul 
writes, it happens in the dispensation of the fullness of time. There have been hints towards a 
messiah prior to this. For example, in Genesis 12:3, in God’s promise to Abraham He says that “In 
thee shall all the nations of the earth be blessed.” Genesis 49: 10 – Isaac is blessing his sons and 
he says of Judah, “The scepter shall not depart from Judah…until He comes to whom it belongs, 
and the gathering, (or obedience,) of the people unto Him.” Now in Isaiah the message becomes 
stronger. The people have lost sight of what it is that God is doing, and the kind of nation that they 
should be. They only understand the things that can be experienced with the senses. They know a “bad 
king” from a “good king” and constantly their allegiances are pulled in conflicting directions resulting 
in the ongoing notion that maybe the next one will be better. Darkness has settled in upon them.  

So, it is out of this milieu that Isaiah comes forward with a word to bring hope. “The people that 
walk in darkness have seen a great light…the people rejoice before you as at the harvest…unto 
us a child is born…a Son is given…and the government will be upon his shoulders…His name…
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” 

I think in similar ways we as the Church have been lulled into darkness. As you look back on our 
history, since the day of Pentecost, until now, the “ordinary days,” what has really changed in the 
world? As Christianity became legitimized it also took on political power and much of what we see 
today is an outgrowth of that use or, or abuse of, that power. Jesus said that until He comes again 
all things will continue, with wars and rumors of wars; earthquakes, floods, disease, famine, natural 
disasters of all kinds; and He said that none of these is the sign of His coming. So we are left with 
darkness; despair; and cry of “Lord, how long?”  

But we do not have a faith such as this. Our faith is not one of futility. Back in the 17th century the 
philosopher Blaise Pascal is attributed to having made this statement: “that we should bet on the 
truth of the gospel of Christ because if you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, 
then, without hesitation that He is.” Again, we do not have a faith such as this as a fire insurance 
policy; it is not a “bet” against which we can win, lose or draw. As the witness of the Scripture says 
it is a “sure and certain hope.” Paul says in I Corinthians 15, “If in this life alone we have hope, we 



are to be pitied more than all men.” Our hope in the resurrection is based upon faith in who Christ 
is and what He has done, not a blind faith based upon fear. But Paul does not stop there he goes on 
to declare that in fact, Jesus has been risen from the dead, first Him, then us.

So we come back to what the Bible says about hope. As we said, hope is dynamic, it is alive; hope 
is expectant; it binds together all the pieces of the knowledge of God into a living faith; it leads 
us forward, it is futuristic; it helps us see what is now invisible; and it causes our minds to strain 
forward in a certain direction toward an expected result. As the writer of Hebrews says, hope looks 
to the invisible because once we see it, have it, obtain it – there is no longer any reason to hope for it. 
Our faith tells us to believe God, our hope expects Him to act and do according to what He has said.

The result is that hope changes how we see ourselves. Hope teaches us to live lives worthy of the 
calling to which we are called. We believe the call of the Gospel to repent and turn from our old 
ways. Because the darkness is lifted and we now see a life, a kingdom, that is perfect and beautiful, 
so we have faith in God’s grace to transform us and our hope expects God’s Spirit to work within 
us. Hope encourages us to reach out to what lies ahead and to press on to the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus. By faith, we believe the words of a better life in Christ; with Hope, we expect to find 
it as we walk in the light of His word.

Hope teaches us to change what we value. Jesus tells us to lay up for ourselves treasure in heaven. 
Paul tells us to give of our riches now knowing that this is to our credit “against that day.” The 
rich, young ruler found it so hard to give his riches away because that was where his hope was 
grounded. He really didn’t believe the promise of God and so, had no hope or expectation for God 
to sustain him. On the contrary, Zaccheus found the freedom that resulted from giving what he had 
to the poor, and repaying all that he had defrauded. The salvation he believed existed was found by 
placing his hope, his expectation in following God and expecting God to make it reality.

Hope affects what we do with our lives. The three servants who were given talents, or money, to 
be spent for their master operated out of hope, or a lack of hope. The first two servants believed 
their master when he told them to take charge of their allotted portions until he came back. They 
believed him that it was under their control and so they each put their share to work for the 
Master. But unlike the third servant, they had hope that their master would at least appreciate their 
efforts if they showed a good return on what was given to them; because they had this faith, they 
invested and upon presenting this to their master, their hope was not put to shame and in fact they 
were rewarded by their master for being good and faithful. The third servant lost what he had 
because he had no hope in his Master’s potential goodness. He only believed what he had seen, or 
experienced... that his master was a hard taskmaster. Because he had no hope, he lost everything. 
In Titus 2:11-13, Paul tells us that “the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, 
instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly 
in the present age, looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and 
Savior, Christ Jesus;

The Christian life, grasped in all its fullness, is a fantastic journey fixed on a magnificent obsession 
with an eternal hope; a pursuit of a life on a whole new dimension that empowers us to live 
courageously and to be all that God has called us to be in Christ.

This eternal hope also has its rewards as we pursue God, expecting Him to be faithful to His word.

Hope gives us joy and peace. As Paul wrote to the Romans, “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.”



Hope causes us to feel His protection: “the eye of the Lord is on those who fear (worship) Him, on 
those who hope for His lovingkindness.”

Hope gives us comfort and confidence in the face of death: “…that you do not grieve as the rest 
who have no hope.”

Our faith in God causes us to believe Him; to take His promises and put them into action and our 
hope expects to find God true to His word.

Like the citizens of Judah, we may feel as though nothing changes, no matter what happens or 
what we do. We may feel the darkness all around us. But it is then that we should remember this 
first message of Advent; and especially for us, who, as Paul says, were the first to hope in Christ. 
Remember that though we walk in darkness, there is a great light around us. Hope is alive. Hope 
is looking forward and even though it may not happen in our time, God’s promises are sure and 
certain and He will work on behalf of His people. 

I have friends in Palestine, and in particular in Gaza, who are constantly being beaten down; 
graduating from college with no sign of a job. People who want to work for their people, for the 
good of humanity, but no opportunity is afforded them. And not just in Palestine, but in many other 
places as well. But the ones who survive are the ones who can look beyond the present condition 
and say with the psalmist, “Why are you cast down, o my soul, hope thou in God, for I shall yet 
praise Him.” 

The people of Israel had gone through many national disasters and hard times of captivity; but 
through it all the prophets God kept giving them messages to let them know that He had not 
abandoned them; that the future was still theirs; telling them not to give up because He had good 
things for them. Then, in the dispensation of the fullness of time, God sent Jesus, who was God, but 
was found in the appearance of man; who took on the form of a servant, and became obedient to 
death on the cross. Jesus, who opened for us the path to full relationship with God, to eternal life; 
who told us to not fear because He had overcome the world; who became the firstborn from the 
dead so that we should look to Him, and know that His promise to us was just as true. Eternity was 
now ours if we would only open our hearts to the Spirit of God. Let faith be our foundation, and let 
hope be the one thing that sustains and encourages our faith. Let us then enter Advent by keeping 
the words of the hymn writer in mind: “Our hope is built on nothing less, than Jesus’ blood and 
righteousness. I dare not trust the sweetest frame, but wholly lean on Jesus’ name.”  

So as we enter and move through Advent, believe God and His promises. Know them to be true, 
and then hope in God; expect Him to do what He has promised.

Why are you cast down, O my soul? Hope thou in God, for I shall yet praise Him!

Amen


