				ADVENT: SEASON OF HOPE		30TH NOVEMBER 2014   
			   (HEBREWS 6:13-20; JOHN 12:20-26)

[bookmark: _GoBack]I saw a pack of hot cross buns on sale in the bakery section of a supermarket the other day. The commercial world seems to have their ecclesiastical seasons a little muddled! Actually there is no muddle, they simply don’t care; if there is a market for it, they will sell it regardless of anything else; and it is this that says something significant about modern society. We have lost a sense of the seasons of life. We want everything “now”. We think that our “instant access” world is better, but we fail to notice how much is lost in the process. There are times when I get a bit nostalgic for the days when Sunday was truly a day of quietness and rest and family time, with no shops open and bustling commercialism. I even have moments when I look back fondly to the days before TV and cell phones and computers. Does that make me an old reactionary? I am not blind to the enormous benefits of modern technology and “instant access”, but I also don’t want to be blind to subtle but important things that are lost in the headlong chase to have everything “now”. 

Here is an analogy: Imagine a naïve painter who looked at his palette and said, “I love all these clear strong colours – the vibrant reds and blues, greens and yellows – but why have them one at a time? Let me have an enhanced burst of vibrant colour by uniting them all together.” The result is not a four-times brighter and more vibrant colour, but rather a dull muddy brown. Much the same thing happens when life loses its rhythms and seasons. Without anticipation life becomes bland and featureless. But the malaise of modern society goes deeper than that; it isn’t only about “instant access”, but “instant gratification”. “The consumer is king” philosophy is a very self-centred one. But, again, if everything centres on my desires being gratified then everything gets shrunk to the scale of my little world.

How we need to hear again the eternal wisdom of the Scriptures when they tell us that the three things that last forever are faith, hope and love. Each of these is centred beyond ourselves. Faith draws us upwards; love draws us outwards and hope draws us forwards. Without the strong pulls of faith, hope and love, life loses its vibrant colour and becomes a muddy, self-centred brown. 

As we enter the season of Advent let’s focus on one of these eternal qualities – hope. There are two ways of looking at hope. When people speak of “hope” they often mean little more than wishful thinking – just a generalized desire that things will somehow turn out well. That is not what the Bible means when it refers to hope. The much stronger sense of hope is a confident assurance of the thing hoped for. A father says to his son on his eighteenth birthday, “If you apply yourself and get a matric exemption pass, I will buy you a car.” The hope which that instils is based on the faithfulness of the one who promises and his power to deliver what is promised. When those two things are not in doubt, then there is no vague wishful thinking attached to the hope that the promise inspires and, consequently, it infuses motivation and purpose into the son’s heart.

This is the quality of hope that we read of in our Hebrews passage as it speaks of God’s promise to Abraham.  

When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will surely bless you and give you many descendants.”  And so after waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised. 
	People swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument.  Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it with an oath.  God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope set before us may be greatly encouraged.  We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.

Our God is a God of hope. His word to Israel, and his word to all of us in the community of faith, is that spoken in Jeremiah 29:11, “I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.  So God spoke to Abraham and gave him a wonderful promise and a future. In effect, God told Abraham, “Your life has meaning and purpose. What you do really counts for something. You have a destiny, live into it.” Knowing that promise, and implicitly trusting the faithfulness and power of the One who made it, transformed Abraham’s life. 

But it is not just about Abraham, the writer of Hebrews says we can be “greatly encouraged” as we take hold of the hope which is offered to us. The promise to Abraham, as is the case with all the promises of God, finds its ultimate fulfilment in Jesus. He is the fulfilment of the lineage of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the greater King from the line of David. So Paul states:

For no matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ. And so through him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the glory of God.  Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ. He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.
 (2 Corinthians 1:17)

What does this mean for you and me? “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” Surely it is a reminder to us that, in Christ, there is nothing random and aimless about our lives. God says to each of us individually, “Your life has meaning and purpose; who you are and what you do counts, you have a destiny, live into it.” I know, as I am sure we all do, that when I lose sight of this and days slip by without any compelling sense of purpose, I don’t live well. Life that is devoid of this strong quality of hope becomes insipid and all the energy drains out of it. Hope is essential for our soul’s wellbeing, it stops us drifting through life through its wonderful ability to draw us forward and inspire us with a sense of purpose. 

Please understand that I am not simply trotting out the slogans of popular self-help literature with its emphasis on positive thinking and saying to your reflection in the mirror, “Every day in every way I am getting better.” This is not another thing that is generated out of our own little egos. The hope that is an anchor to our souls has its focus completely in God, and it has specific content to it in what Jesus has done for us, is doing in us by his Spirit, and will yet do for us in when he comes once more and establishes his reign upon earth. 

Within this solid hope, God has a specific call and purpose for each of us. Do you and do I truly believe and take to heart the words of Ephesians 2:10 that state, …we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do? God calls us to live with purpose, each day he has things prepared for us to do, and our doing them will have eternal consequences. For Abraham, no day was “just another day”; for he had this promise that gave shape to everything he was and did. His heart was energized and directed by hope and anticipation. It is the same for us, and the season of Advent sounds a call to us to lay hold once more of this hope. As we prepare to celebrate Jesus’ first coming to this earth, we take to heart that he will return once more in glory and triumph as Lord and Judge. We also take to heart that, as he promised, he has not left us as orphans but is daily present with us by his Holy Spirit. 

So we who belong to Christ are invited to invest this special season of Advent with its true focus of hope. We are invited to counterbalance the superficial “joy” and commercial anticipation of Christmas with a much bigger eternal perspective. From this perspective we are able to recognise and celebrate the regenerating work of Jesus the Saviour in the present, but we also have our gaze and our anticipation drawn to the ultimate coming of Jesus as triumphant King to gloriously fulfil his work of new creation. That is the real substance of Advent, setting before us an authentic hope and inviting us to live out a calling that gives shape and wondrous purpose to every day that we live.




