GOD’S GIFT FOR YOU THIS CHRISTMAS
“God’s Gift Of Hope For You”

Proverbs 13:12

During these next four Sundays in Advent, | want to talk about
something that is very appropriate for the Christmas season—gifts.

I can guarantee you that your children have already been wondering,
—What am | going
mulling over in your mind, —Wh a 't am |
Chr i s tWhatsam llgoing to buy for everyone? How muncimey

should I spendWho do | need to be sui@remember as | give gifts this

Christmas season®ne of the key elements of Christmas is the giving
of gifts.

Gift-giving, although it may seem to be a very secular and commercially-
driven kind of thing, is a tradition that actually goes back to that very
first Christmas in Bethlehem. I’'m sure you remember the story from the
Bible how that wise men came from far away in the east, following a
mysterious star, and brought gifts of gold and frankincense and myrrh to
the baby Jesus.

Last year | preached a sermon about the wise men and a couple of days
after | had preached that sermon | received a little article in the mail
from someone that was entitled, i Wh a t Woul d
|l nstead Of Three Wi se Men
Here’s what it said:

They would have asked for directions, arrived on time, helped delivered
the baby, cleaned the stable, made a casserole, brought practical gifts,
and there really would be peace on earth!

But the gifts | want to talk about this Christmas season are not the gifts
which we share with each other or even the gifts which we present to the
Lord. I want to talk about God’s gifts for us and so I have entitled this
series of sermons God’s Gift For You This Christmas.

Hav e
Ther e
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What is it God wants to give ythis Christmas?That’s what I want
you to think about this Advent Season. Now as | have pondered that
question the last several days and meditated upon Scripture, four specific
gifts come immediately to mind and that’s what [ want to share with you
through this series of sermons.

| want to begin with one of the greatest gifts of all—the gift of hope. Do
you recall what the prophet Jeremiah called the Lokd@called Him
theA Ho p e 0O freremibh B:3mng. é&NOwowhen you look in your Bibles

t And goe'vte prabdbliy been C h r Youswillmadicg thaf word “hope” is capitalized.
going

t o gi ve this
Jeremiah isn’t using this word “hope” as an adjective, as a descriptive
characterization as to what Jesus is like—he is using it as a proper noun,
it’scapitalized:Ai Thi s i s who He
Hope! o

The Apostle Paul in the New Testament picks up on this theme and prays
this prayer for all believers:i May t he God of

I serynanielsi s

hope

and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by

the power of the HOIS p i {roinank 1313 Niv). One of the gifts God has
for you this Christmas is the Gift of Hope.

If it hasn’t been shown yet, it will be shown at least a dozen times this
Christmas season, the holiday classic, il t 0 s
I’m old enough that when I first saw this movie it wasn’t a classic at all.
ity was p B-rptedgmovjefthat they stuck on television one Sunday

aftarpoen togilbsame emptyspagee Wi s e Women ? 0

| saw it and it literally grabbed my heart. But I couldn’t remember the
title. And I would ask people about this Jimmy Stewart movie and an
angel and how that he was able to see what this world would have been
like if he had never been born...and they didn’t have a clue. They had
never heard of it.

And then in the last seventies and the early eighties it became a
Christmas classic. Every time you turned the television on during the
month of December herewasi | t 6 s A Wo @and levatdhed it
so many times with my family that we could speak the actor’s lines
before they did.

A WonMowr f ul



And my favorite line in this whole movie comes right near the
beginning.
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Clarence, the angel second class, is about to get this assignment to go

out and help this guy who’s in trouble. His superiorsays,i Y 0 u 0 v e
George Bailey.

go help this guy

And Clarence says,An Wh at i s
he gets. A" No it 0s
di s c o u rlég ¢hat lind because discouragement — the lack of
hope — can be worse than physical illness.

| read this story recently written by a guy by the name of Harold
Cushner who was a POW in Vietnam. In the article he talks about the
devastating effect of hopelessness on human beings. He describes a 24-
year old American Marine who was imprisoned with him in Vietnam.

This Marine decided to cooperate with the Vietcong who had captured
him. Hesaid,il f you promise to | et
cooperate with yo They said, A Gr ea't . . S0 e did
everything to cooperate.

He was a model prisoner. He even became a leader of the camp’s
Thought Reforngroup. But after a while it became clear to him they
were lying to him. They weren’t going to let him go. And when that
realization took hold, this is how Major Cushner described what
happenedtoman, i He became a zombi e.

and he rejected all offers of food and encouragement. ditaply laid
onhiscotandsucked i s t humb. I n a mat

I guess if there was a one-word cause of death for that young marine, it
was hopelessness. In fact, doctors in World War Il, Korea and Vietnam
have concluded that some prisoners of war died from a condition which
they called figive-up-itis.o

It wasn’t that they were physically ill. It wasn’t that they suffered from
some disease. They died because they faced grim conditions with no
prospect of freedom and became so demoralized, so mired in despair and
after a while so apathetic that began to refuse to eat and drink and would
just spend their time in their bunk just staring into space.

Hec o reffiudemnic e @ d o

With their hope drained away, these prisoners eventually just wasted
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away and died. They died of Agive-up-itis.o

got to

a ' he human spirit needs hope to survive and to thrive. One expert has put
it like this: i Si n cearly yegrs as a physician | learned that taking

i t Plove the gespdmse thas i ¢ ka®ay hope is for most people like pronouncing a death sentence. Their
W g ragpkies Histsupenior. tiil e 6 s

already hardpressed will to live can become paralyzedl theygive up
and dieo

The writers of the Bible recognized this more than 2500 years ago. King

Solomon wrote in Proverbs 13:12, i Hope def erred ma
sick but a | onging dwllfovelhdwer i s
translator putsit. A When hope is crusheed., th

I don’t know of a more timely topic we could address this morning than
this topic of hope. George Gallup, the public opinion pollster, said

me regndly, i Bé d pldedo whameawngr nlatc amst cc eel

dnéemsity for spiritual moorings these days. Why is that? One of the
key fadors prompting this search is a need for hope in these troubled
ti mes. 0O

The point | want to make this morning is that the God of the Bible is that

source of hope. As the Word of God says in Jeremiah 17:7,i Bl e s s e
are those who trust in the Lord and lva made the Lord their hope and
any worKk

t e rHopei$ a dommantitheme thaeis wiavaenzall thifoggh e Bible. There are

95 references to hope in the Old Testament. There are 85 references to

hope in the New Testament. God offers a hope that is so powerful that it

can transform a human being’s life and it can rewrite a person’s eternity.
TheBiblesays,in Thr ee t hi ng o fwiiltlh,| a&atp ef, 0
(1 Corinthians 13:13 NLT).

Now the kind of hope I’m talking about and the kind of hope the Bible is
talking about is not the kind of hope we normally think about when we

use this word “hope.”

For instance, sometimes we talk about hope and what we really mean is



wishful thinking. There is no guarantee, we just try to wish things into
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existence. We blow out the candles on our birthday cake and say, fi |

hope | have another

Wall Street Journadnd say, iil hope my 401K is going up instead of

d o w nQOr we turn on the television and say, i Ihope the Lions are

finally going to get into the

Wishful thinking is that kind of hopeful feeling that somehow, some
way, things are going to go the way we want them to even though we
have absolutely no power over the situation, no power to really make it
happen.

Now there is another kind of hope that is little more than blind
optimism. Now optimism, in and of itself, is good. It is important. We
need it. Please don’t misunderstand me. Optimism is related to faith
and pessimism is related to doubt.

But some people just see everything through rose-colored glasses.
Everything! They gloss over their problems as if they don’t exist. They
avert their eyes from the ugliness of the world. To them everything is
just fine all of the time. In fact, some religions take this approach.
Christian Scientists, for instance, say that all evil ultimately is just an
illusion. It’s not real. We’re just imagining it.

It kind of reminds me of a sign | heard about one time that was posted on
agrocery store bulletin board. Itsaid:Ai L o st : Dog with
in left eye missing right ear tail broken and recently neutered
Answer s t o t Weucanalhbhatddg luckkalyyoudvant,

but that’s not a lucky dog.

And sometimes people in their blind optimism will pretend things are
great when they’re not. That is not biblical hope.

And then there’s another kind of hope that rests upon the foundation of
ambitious dreams. That’s what it really is. It’s not hope—its ambitious
dreams. We often see this kind of hope demonstrated around the New
Year when people tend to make New Year’s resolutions. They set lofty
goals...have ambitious dreams.

AThi sl greagoi ng t o dri nki
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quit ng.

al cohol
year |
to I mpr ove mydthgyankah it. Ghayrare serious. They
buy that new driver. They go out to the driving range and the putting

p lgraey andfwbrk an nproving their golf game.

AThis year 1 6dm going to I mprove
be b e Andéstead®f just saying it, they invest time with their
spouse to really build and improve their communication skills and so
forth.

All of that’s great. It’s wonderful to set ambitious goals and then to work
toward achieving them. The problem is that often we are restricted by
our own limitations or by things that are outside of our control. | can
dream of being an NBA basketball star and shoot baskets in my driveway
all I want. 1 can do that night and day and work at it—work at it
diligently—but I will never be good enough to play in the NBA. I'm
restricted by my own limitations.

We have seen our share of companies shut down around here in recent
months, haven’t we? Some of you may have been affected. You had
lofty dreams. You worked hard. You wanted to retire and build up a
nice nest egg. You wanted to climb the corporate ladder of success.

Buthmhat leappereed@ne daybsbmieonechigh above you said, i Sor r vy ,
webre closing. Wedbr e s huAndyoung d
dream were dashed.

There wasn’t anything wrong with your dreams, your goals, your
commitment, your work. It was just something beyond your control.
Sometimes our own limitations or circumstances or other people can
affect our dreams in such a way that we end up disappointed and
devastated.

But let me contrast wishful thinking and blind optimism and ambitious
dreams with biblical hope.

For most people hoping is something that they do. But the Bible talks

| @ mod o it rhaa t tAdd teghh thdan dankdne . 0O
y énwe pick dip thér e a | theyhworkabadd eveneattenl a feweA$\ seettngs. 1 T h i s



about hope as something we can have. See the differenceRlope is
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something you can have. You can possess it. You can own it. You can

grab a hold of it.

For someone who follows Jesus Christ here is the definition of hope.
Hope is the confident expectation that God is willing and able
to fulfill the promises that He has made to you. The Bible refers
to this as living hope because it is always directly linked to the
resurrection of Jesus Christ.

The Bible says in 1" Peter 1:3, il n Hi s gr eat
new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ
from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil o
fade- kept in heaven for yoaQ (1* peter 1:3-4 NIV).

You see, through His resurrection, Jesus Christ demonstrated once and
for all beyond any doubt that He is God and that He really does possess
the power to fulfill the promises that He makes to us.

Promises that He’ll change our lives, promises that He’ll guide us,
promises that He will walk side by side with us through the turbulence
of life, promises that He can cause good to emerge from the personal
problems that we face, promises that He will grant us eternal life in
heaven with Him.

The resurrection is an actual physical event in history that sealed Christ’s
identity as being the God who loves us and who is committed to helping

us. Hebrews6:19says,i We have this hope,as
firm and secur® (Niv).

Our hope is only as good as what it is attached to, what it is anchored to.

Hope in and of itself has no power. You can wish for something, you
can hope for something, you can fool yourself into thinking everything’s
ok. But the only way hope has any real power is when it’s anchored in
the God who has real power.

And not only real power but a real desire out of His love for you to help
you. Now that’s the gift God has for you this Christmas. Do you
remember the words of the angel that very first Christmas Eve? i F o r

mer cy

bornéa Saviweryunkwhi ch
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Now in these last few moments let me share with you two reasons why

we can have this incredible hope in our lives.

unt o you is

First of All, We Can Have Hope Because We Have Been Absolved

Of Our Past. Here is one of my favorite passages of Scripture in all of

the Bible. Itis Lamentations3:21. A Thi s | cal |l t o mi
|l have hope: because of the Lord:
his compassions never faiThey are new every morning; great is your

f ai t hfmbtdforess1-N0V).

He has given us_ _

What the writer is saying here is we can live with hope as followers of

Jesus Christ because even though we may fail God (which we all do)

and even though we may fail our children in some way (which we all do)

and even though we may fail our spouse in some way (which we all do)

even so, God's compassion, His forgiveness, His absolution for these
wrongs we’ve done in the past is a renewable resource. It is never
exhausted. It is fresh and it is available every single day.

Are you familiar with the movie City Slicker® It’s a story about these 3
guys from New York City, middle-aged guys, and they go out West to be
a part of this cattle drive. Most little boys dream of being a cowboy and
so these three grown men live out their dream.

One night one of them gets really depressed. They’re in a tent, they’ve
been drinking, and he begins to cry because he realizes his life is a mess.
Theysay, A What 6 s wrong?o

an anchor for the
Andhesays,il commi tt ed
so shebs going to
goneandl may never s
dadso I 6 m going to
going to be Il onely. I
| 6ve wast Hjdstomeswvhelms hime . 0

befor
. Wh €
children
my ejda b . |
6m at a de

His friends try to cheer himup. Theysay i Do you r e me mbe
were kids and plagd ball and the ball would get stuck um a tree?

Remember what webdd yell? 6Do ov



Hesaid, i Youdr e right. Il tdés a Do
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When | heard that line the first time | ever saw that movie, I thought to
myself, A Wher e i s this ¢avgrgomdtogeteddd i f e

Over®d
going to untangl e a
That 6s not how | ife works.o

And then I remembered this promise from the book of Lamentations. |
remembered the words of the 103" Psalm.
compassionate and gracious,

ver . |l need _ h sl ate,. 0.
One of the old hymns we used to sing has a line in it that goes like this,
A

Wh hee gagng to get a fresklate in life? How is he ever

me s sDolOi dre! a PFIF\e Bhat therg ig ppthing gfigr fhis Iife; —ihay whenyay die, youglie,

iThe Lor

a fresh

Earth has no sorrow t hat heaven
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i's a.  mess . .
| read a statistic just the other day that one out of every six Americans

and that’s it. No wonder there is so much hopelessness in the world
these days.

d IfIseripusly thought that this life is all that there is then I don’t know if |
s | o Wwouldhavethe ﬁtrgngttg or the will Rower{o st yp 51 themgrning. Let'se ¢ h e

does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our face it. Let’s getreal. There is a lot of pain in this world. There is a lot

iniquities” (psaim 103:8, 10 NIv). And then I thought, iJesus Christs in the
fiDo Oveo businesH

If He had a business card it would say, —J e s u s — ThaDoiOget
Kingll because that’s His job, that’s His ministry, that’s His mission—t0
togiveiDo O\ ® pedpk like you and me.

Guilt squeezes hope from our lives. Satan comes to us after we have

failed, after we have fallen, after we have messed up, and says, i Ma n , L L

Y o Yhey you kppw dhag thigyisn’t the endy qf theystary byt thepe'sp i B d
b e e ntheyliveg-happlyieveraf & epdin@thaiayaifs yqu.nThegpgstle Baylg ¢ -
Now way! He does REIFIKshfkl yoqns ive g et guffegriggagengt wath & s

youbdbve really blown it now.
one can fix it now. Youove
younowat er t hi s?

Maybe he has been saying that to you. One of the gifts God has for each
of us is the precious gift of hope. A Hi s
are new evVelejsintheff Mo n@bhus@desd You can
have hope this Christmas season because you have been absolved of
your past.

Now here is the second thing of which I want to remind you on this First
Sunday in Advent. We Can Have Hope Because We Are Assured
Of Our Future. Listen to what Simon Peter in his 1* letter.

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, and into an
inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven

for you.
1% Peter 1:3-4 NIV

compassi ons

of suffering. There is a lot of tragedy. Bad things—Iike cancer and
crime and heart attacks and adultery and divorce and abandonment and
the loss of a child and betrayal—happen to good people.

Aln this worl d ysaysJesws gonhidssniy). dHowedot r o
you keep your sanity? Where do you find your courage? How can you
be joyful anchopefuP How can you find peace in the midst of all of this
horrible stuff?

comparing with the gl o®omwmssishivat wi

nYeu,oBght to wafch e sometimeywaep I'm watching one my favorite

sports teams play a game on television. Well, maybe you shouldn’t
watch me. | get so caught up in the excitement of the game that I'm
hollering at the officials, I'm encouraging the players, I’'m shouting at the
coaches. I’'m just a bundle of nerves.

My family bought me this Styrofoam brick—it’s called afi Bad Cal
B r i -efkrane to throw at the television when | really get upset.

But sometimes I can’t watch the University of Michigan play on a
Saturday afternoon. I have a wedding or a conference or a meeting...so |

will tape the game.

My wife says it’s not half as much fun to see me watch a taped game



because, you see, | usually already know the final score and so | can just
sit there and watch all calm and confident. So it is with a Christian
believer who knows that his or her future is secure.
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Yeah, things may look bad for the moment, but we know how it all ends
and there’s a i a rtheby-lived-happily-evera f t lend a@f ending that
awaits us. And so we have hope even when things look the darkest.

That’s a gift—the gift of hope—that God wants each of us to have this
Christmas. Hawve you received that gift™ is received through faith in
Jesus Christ.



