Romans 8.12-25; Matthew 13.24-30, 36-43
What a world we live in. Carol and I are back from going to some of the most wonderful places
in these islands of ours. When you are sat in the Shetlands overlooking some of the most
amazing sandy bays, or dramatic cliffs with stunning bird life, it fills you with awe, wonder and
hope for our world, a world where there are so many possibilities for it and for us.
Material hopes are the easiest to identify - an increase in our wages, a new washing machine,
a better house, being a celebrity. Emotional hopes can involve more of an effort – a healed
relationship, better family ties, and a desire to be loved and valued, these take some effort.
Then there are the huge hopes for the world, hopes that can seem entirely beyond the ordinary
person to fulfil – food for the hungry, an end to conflict, violence and terrorism, an environment
that is being nurtured rather than exploited.
The scriptures today have much to say about hope, in a variety of directions. Paul in his letter
to the Romans gives an interesting slant: Hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for
what is seen? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. At first sight
these words feel full of contradiction. Surely the first things we hope for are what we can see.
Isn’t hope all about a visible, expected outcome that we can hold on to? And if we can’t see
what we’re hoping for isn’t the natural reaction to become more impatient rather than less so?
So what is Paul writing about? Paul is putting hope in the larger context of God’s eternal
purposes for the world. Hope isn’t only about what I might want for today or tomorrow; it isn’t
just about what I can long for in this year or the next year.
Hope arises out of the faith we place in God that God holds all things in his hands and that
God will, at the end of time, draw all things to himself.
It’s an extravagant claim. It’s a horizon beyond all our seeing. This hope brings two
consequences, one inspiring the church and the other embracing the world. Firstly, hope sets
the scene for the Christian life and secondly it provides a challenge for the world in which
we’re set.
Firstly, hope sets the scene for the Christian life. It does so, not by pointing to ‘pie in the sky
when you die’ but by rooting hope in history and in present experience.
Hope is rooted in history. This isn’t just the general history of one nation or the broad history
of all the nations, but the particular history of the Christian faith. Hope has its roots in the
history of one man, in Jesus Christ, his death and resurrection and ascension, and in the
coming of the Holy Spirit. This hope is carried in the history of the faithful people of God in the
church, surviving across the centuries, despite all the ups and downs through which the church
has come. It is because we’ve known Jesus and seen him offering salvation for the world, that
we have hope. In his life we see death overcome, sins forgiven, wounds healed, the world
transformed.
Hope’s rootedness in history is borne out in present experience. This isn’t general experience
of everything, but the particular experience of the work of the Holy Spirit. Paul spells this out
when he says that it is through the work of the Spirit within us that we know we are children of
God. If we are children of God, then we are heirs with Christ of God’s promises.
It is not always straightforward for us as adults to remember what it was like to be a child.
Responsibilities for work and family overtake us. We feel like we’re in charge and are then
subject to all the pressures that this brings. Being children of God is a reminder that we are
dependent on God and can trust in God, as children put their trust in their parents. (Although
it is an issue that is being debated at present as to what is the age when children lose that
trust and claim their own independence.) It is as we experience trust in God and in God’s love

and care for us, that our hope grows. Coming to know God as the one who holds, not only
creation but each one of us, in his hands, leads us to the understanding that it’s not only the
present, but also the future, which is in God’s care.
The first extravagant claim of hope sets the scene for the Christian life, that is my life and
yours, and inspires the church to travel confidently into a future that can’t be seen clearly.
The second extravagant claim of hope provides a challenge for the world in which we live. The
Christian hope says that there is a bigger purpose and a larger trust that is possible for the
future of the world. This isn’t just a private matter for Christians or a pious optimism that all will
be well. Christian hope is hope for all creation and arises out of suffering and judgement.
Paul uses the phrase that has echoed down the centuries the whole creation has been
groaning in labour pains. This rich image immediately draws out the link between suffering
and hope. For a child to be born, the mother goes through the agony of childbirth. Children
don’t just pop neatly out of a test-tube. Who knows what kind of person the child will be? At
the moment of birth there’s both great pain and also everything to be hoped for.
Christian hope combines suffering and promise. This hope challenges two aspects of
contemporary life:
- the promise of material fulfilment being sufficient in and of itself.
- the doom and gloom merchants who say that there is only disaster ahead.
The celebrity culture in which we live is a case in point. Only so many people can become
celebrities, the others are left feeling cast aside and unvalued. When some people become
celebrities, their troubles are just beginning. Britney Spears was separated from her children
because of her lifestyle. Amy Winehouse got great acclaim for her music alongside a personal
life that was in turmoil. The Christian hope reminds us that each person is valued and gifted
by God – each one is a celebrity in God’s eyes. The Christian hope reminds us each one has
a purpose that offers fulfilment, a calling to be discovered and gifts to be used to God’s glory.
This hope challenges the doom and gloom merchants who say that there is only disaster
ahead. We’ve all heard the cries: ‘It’s going from bad to worse’. ‘The problems are too great,
there can’t be solutions’. ‘All we can do is to supply sticking plaster’. And we know that there
are crises which feel overwhelming – costs getting out of control; environmental damage
escalating faster than solutions can be found; war and violence still tearing nations and
peoples apart.
It is not that hope doesn’t also contain an element of judgement. The Gospel reading of the
wheat and the weeds spells this out. The good seed will bear fruit. But alongside this, there
will be weeds. On judgement day the weeds will be uprooted and burnt.
But the point is that it’s not for us, who are the work of the creator’s hands, to exercise that
judgement. Judgement is in the hands of the Creator. Our role is to wait with patience for what
is yet to be. Extravagant hope that gives a horizon beyond all our seeing – this is God’s
inspiration for the church and God’s promise for the world.

