CHRISTMAS GIFTS:  The Gift of Hope
Luke 2:25-35
Hope, ‘faith on tiptoe,’ has a direction, ground and sphere of experience in our lives this Christmas.

+++

Introduction
In Peanuts, Lucy and Schroeder are talking over the piano.  Schroeder says, “I wouldn’t marry you unless you were the last girl on earth!”  Lucy responds by saying, “Did you say ‘if’ or ‘unless?’”   Schroeder says, “I admit I said, ‘unless…’  Lucy turns around and shouts, “HOPE!”

Hope is the first of 4 Christmas gifts we want to talk about in this Advent season.  It is the kind of thing that got Simeon through long days, yes, years of waiting.  Hope can get you through most anything.  

Now there is one thing you need to hear about this word hope, elpis in the Greek.  Hope is not used in the Bible as ‘Oh, I hope it happens.’  There is always a hint of uncertainty in that use of hope.  No, hope Biblically is always used with this idea in mind:  God will certainly make it happen.   That is what kept Simeon going, looking for the coming Messiah.  And what it more that is what will keep us going too:  Hope!
Now, I want to say three things about hope.

The first is this:

1. Hope leads us in the right direction:  Forward!
It is said of Simeon that he was a man of hope because he was “waiting for the Consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him.”  (2:25) Simeon was looking forward.  He was looking in the right direction.  He was looking with hope.

It is so very easy to look around, behind, down.  But hope looks forward.

Hope can help you look ahead like that!  

Fred Rogers, nationally known for his children’s program Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood, got to know many of the children for whom his program was intended.  One of them was a young man who was terribly abused as a child.  His parents wouldn’t even give him a winter blanket or a bed to sleep in.  But he would watch Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood.  He watched it religiously.  His parents abused this young man so severely that they were finally reported and both of them were sent to jail.  This young man, following a call to an abuse hotline, was taken out of that abusive situation and adopted by a more loving family.  Fred Rogers learned that this young man watched his show and that it had helped him through this abuse.  “How did the Neighborhood help him?”  Fred asked.  The response was interesting.  Someone replied to Fred’s inquiry by saying, “He said that it gave him hope.  He never knew that there were such kind people until he tuned into the Neighborhood.”  What he saw on that show was people treating other people with respect.  People showed care.  People showed love for one another.  And this young man thought:  “If it can happen here on this show, maybe it can happen someplace else.”  That carried him through difficult days.  It carried him forward.  It propelled him into a future with hope.

Hope can do that.  

2. Hope grounds our lives in God.
Simeon was a rooted and grounded man.  He had hope because of that.  In verse 26 we find what rooted him, what grounded him.  We read, “And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ.”

God rooted and grounded Simeon.  He can be our ground too.

A Nebraska pastor, Clarence Forsbur, tells about a mother of five children who became so desperate because of health and financial problems that she decided that life was not worth the struggle.  She took her youngest child, a preschool girl, into the bedroom of their small house.  She carefully cinched the windows with rags and newspapers, and then turned on the gas heater without lighting it.  She lay down on the bed, her arm around her small daughter.  She could hear the gas escaping, and she was also aware of another sound.  Suddenly it occurred to her that she had forgotten to turn off the radio in the next room.  For some reason it seemed important to her.  She got up to turn it off.  Someone on the radio was singing and old hymn:

 Oh, what peace we often forfeit,

 Oh, what needless pain we bear. 

 All because we do not carry everything to God in prayer.”

It was in that moment that she realized the mistake she was making.  She rushed back into the bedroom, turned off the gas, picked up her little girl and held her tightly.  Then she began to talk to the God of hope.  She began to root and ground her life in him.  She prayed not for help, but a prayer of gratitude for opening her eyes.  She thanked him for life, for five wonderful children and for a faith that could get her through.
God can be your ground too!

Hope can give you direction.  Hope can ground you in God.  And finally,

3. Hope  penetrates right where you are.
Simeon stood there with hope in his arms.  He said, “Lord, I can die now.  Hope is in my arms.  My eyes have seen him.  Just as you promised.”  Hope had penetrated where into the darkness of where Simeon was.  It can penetrate into where you are too!
I love the story, and I’ve shared it before, of the teacher who had been assigned to instruct a horribly burned young boy.  When the teacher entered the boy’s hospital room, she was unprepared for the pitiful sight.  She awkwardly stammered, “I’m the hospital teacher, and I’ve been sent to help you with nouns and adverbs.”  The next morning the nurse on the burn unit asked her, “What did you say to that boy?”  Before the teacher could finish her apologies, the nurse said:  “You don’t understand!  We’ve been worried about him, but ever since you were here yesterday, his entire attitude has changed.  He’s fighting back and responding to treatment.  It’s as though he has decided to live.”  The boy later explained that he had completely given up hope until he saw the teacher.  “They wouldn’t send a teacher to work on nouns and adverbs with a dying boy, would they?”

Hope had penetrated that burn unit.

Hope penetrates right where we are and gives us a reason to fight, to struggle, to live!

Conclusion

Brian found himself in a hot, tropical war zone on Christmas Eve in 1970. He was in Vietnam.   He was on guard duty that night.  With a steel helmet on his head and an M-16 rifle cradled in his arm, it was a dark night far from home and hope.  But then he lifted up his head and saw the stars twinkling in the sky.  “I’ll bet tonight is not much different from that night long ago when Jesus was born.  That night was probably as dark for the shepherds in the field as it is for us in Vietnam.  And it was on a night like this that Jesus came into a lost world with a ray of hope.”  As the dawn broke on Christmas morning, Brian found himself cradling the babe of Bethlehem in his arms.  And like Simeon, Brian discovered the gift of hope.

Cradle the babe in your arms this Christmas and you will find hope too!

