HOPE FOR CHRISTMAS
November 28th, 2010 – Matthew 1:1-17
Interesting research at Texas A&M University shows humor to significantly increase a person's level of hope. Select participants viewed a 15-minute comedy video. Those that viewed the video had statistically significant increases in their scores for hopefulness after watching it as compared with those that did not view the video. There was little or no relationship between hope and the amount of stress experienced throughout the past month. They did find a relationship between severity of the stress and a decrease in hope. Laughter might be the best medicine for transforming the faintest of glimmers of hope into an eternal spring.  Just remember God thought of it first!                          Proverbs 17:22: A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones. We need hope in life!
One student prayed: Now I lay me down to rest, and hope to pass tomorrow's test. If I should die before I wake, that's one less test I have to take. Two little boys had a reputation for getting into trouble at church. One Sunday, one of the boys was home sick.  The other boy, not wanting to let his friend down, was twice as bad as normal. As he was running through the sanctuary after church, the pastor grabbed him: Where's God?!  The boy was frightened and didn't know what to say. The pastor continued: I want you to go home and think about it and I don't want you to come back until you can tell me where God is.  The boy went home and called his sick friend on the telephone. Guess what? They've lost God, and they're trying to blame that one on us, too. A cheerful heart is good medicine when we find ourselves overwhelmed in life and in need of some hope. 
Romans 15:4: For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. We can hold on to hope because the Bible helps us endure through problems and gives us encouragement through its promises. Today’s message: Hope For Christmas! For some hope is hard to find especially during the season of Christmas. Some secretly wonder if it’s really true that: the hopes and fears of all the years are met in Thee tonight.  Some have lost all hope. Let’s define hope!
 HOPE DEFINED
Our Culture: Hope in our culture is nothing more than just wishful thinking! Folks say in passing: I hope its nice today. I hope I’ll get a raise! I hope the Vikings make it to the Super Bowl. I hope to be the next American Idol.
Hope is generally used in reference to some thing that we either want or do not want to happen….some thing that we want or do not want to get. Reminds me of Larry and Elmer who were hunting in the woods and got lost. Trying to reassure his friend, Larry said: Don’t lose hope.  All we have to do is shoot into the air three times, stay where we are, and just hope that someone finds us. They shot into the air three times, but no one came. After a while, they tried again but there was still no response. They decided to try once more but not before Elmer said: I hope it works this time. We’re down to our last three arrows. Proverbs 13:12: Hope deferred makes the heart sick. At moments of disappointment when we give in to hopelessness it can give us that sick feeling way down in our heart!
Old Testament: Hope means to bind together, often by twisting.  It refers to the process of making a rope by taking at least two strands of material and twisting them together. Hope means that I bring my pain to the Lord on the one hand and on the other hand I hold specific promises of God. To hope means to wrap my problems together with God’s promises just like two ropes are wrapped together.  Ecclesiasts 4:12 adds God’s provision to His promises and our problems: A cord of three strands is not quickly broken. The third strand is Jesus. With Jesus wrapped around our lives, we are safe and secure as symbolized by a red rope wrapped around our problems and His promises. Hold on to the rope of hope when it’s hard to cope.  
New Testament: Hope is used some 52 times and is always connected in some way to God. That’s enough hope for every week of the year! Hope is a future certainty grounded in a present reality!  Hope is wishing for what God has already promised us. Hope is more than just a wishful optimism. We could say: By its very definition hope is something that is invisible. Romans 8:24-25: For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently. To hold on to the rope of hope we must learn to embrace its past, present and future dimensions. 
                                          When Your Grip Begins To Slip Hold On To………

Past Promises:  The Old Testament looked forward to the coming of Christ as God progressively revealed His plan to send His promised One. Isaiah 64:1 longingly pleads: Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down… This was fulfilled when Jesus was given the name Immanuel, which means, “God with us.” God came down at Christmas. In the first half of the Bible we read of people hoping and longing and waiting. After Jesus is born, we see this longing fulfilled. Anna is an example of this in when she sees the baby Jesus, gives thanks and speaks about heaven’s child to all who were looking forward to redemption. What are you looking forward to this Christmas?

Present Help:  No matter what you’re going through right now, no matter how much pain you’re in you can count on God to help right now. Psalm 46:1: God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.    David Jeremiah has written a book called: A Bend in the Road. He explains how everyone sooner or later, comes up against something unexpected and unforeseen. For him it was cancer. For you it may be financial worries or unemployment or loneliness or straying children or a relational rupture. This is when Jesus, the hope of heaven, steps into our hurts. Psalm 25:5: No one whose hope is in you will ever be put to shame…Lamentations 3:25:    The Lord is good to those whose hope is in Him, to the one who seeks Him. The key isn’t to hope for something; but to hope in Someone. David Henderson writes: Despair comes when we believe what our eyes tell us: that when difficult circumstances play their hand, the game is over; there is no trump card, no other hand to be played. Hold fast to hope means being unwilling to let circumstances have the last word. Despair says circumstances tell us what is true about God. Hope says God tells us what is true about circumstances.

Future Glory: There’s also a future element to hope. That reminds me of a scene where Lucy and Linus are sitting in front of the TV when Lucy says to Linus: Get me a glass of water. Linus looks surprised and asks:            Why should I do anything for you? You never do anything for me! To which Lucy promises: On your 75th birthday I’ll bake you a cake. Linus gets up, heads toward the kitchen and says: Life is more pleasant when you have something to look forward to. At least Linus had his blanket! Our senses scream that this is all there is – that life is the sum total of profession plus possessions, and death ends it all. But this world is neither our home nor our hope.

The Bible says that those who are wrapped in a relationship with Jesus Christ have the hope of heaven; a confident assurance in God’s promises. To hope means to wait. Galatians 5:5 encourages us to hang in there: By faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we hope. It’s only as I place my hope in God am I freed from a compulsive pursuit of the next thing that I think will bring satisfaction to my soul. Hope then can help me through tragedy or triumph because heaven is my home. When the Scripture describes Jesus return it is often linked to hope.  Titus 2:13: While we wait for the blessed hope – the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ. When our grip begins to slip we hold onto past promises…present help…and our future glory!
HOPE FROM THE FORGOTTEN CHAPTER OF CHRISTMAS
Matthew 1:1:  A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham: … We might call this the forgotten chapter of Christmas! It’s a genealogy. A family tree! We have a list of names, most of them unpronounceable. Because of that, this is a portion of Scripture that we tend to overlook. We don’t know what to do with it. It’s not often read in public. For that matter, we don’t read it often in private unless we’re following one of those “read the Bible in a year” plans. Hardly anyone ever memorizes this passage, and to my knowledge it’s never been set to music. When was the last time you had your devotions from Jesus family tree? The Jews of the first century would be quite surprised by our attitude. To them the genealogy would have been an absolutely essential setting for the story of Jesus’ birth.
This passage is so important because to a skeptical Jewish reader, no question would be more central in his mind. God had said 1000 years earlier that the Messiah must come from the line of David (II Samuel 7). In the time of Christ, Jesus wasn’t the only one claiming to be the Messiah. How would the people know who to believe?          One answer: Check his genealogy. If he’s not from the line of David, forget it. He can’t be the Messiah. That’s why Matthew 1 begins this way: A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.      David is listed first, even though chronologically Abraham came first in history. Why? Because the crucial issue was not: Is Jesus a Jew (a son of Abraham)? but rather, Is he a direct descendant of David? In order for Jesus to qualify as the Messiah, he must be a literal, physical descendant of David. This family tree is of great importance!
I’m reminded of a statement: Families are like fudge. Mostly sweet with a few nuts. Matthew makes no effort to spruce up this tree. He’s not hiding the sorry spots or the twisted twigs. Most genealogists skipped over the scoundrels and focused just on the saints. Only the good guys made most lists, and if they had a bad reputation, the historian would often try to clean them up. I recently heard about a very prominent family who commissioned a professional biographer to record their family tree. They gave him very careful instructions, and cautioned him to deal carefully with a certain Uncle George, who in a drunken stupor, had committed murder and was subsequently sent to the electric chair. The biographer assured them that he could handle it. This is what he wrote: Uncle George occupied a chair of applied electronics at an important government institution. He was attached to his position by the strongest of ties, and his death came as a real shock.  There are names in the lineage of the Lord that are shocking. Matthew’s genealogy is filled with “Uncle Georges,” but he makes no attempt at disguises.
In this genealogy, there are 5 women mentioned. That in itself is unusual because when the Jews made a genealogy they normally didn’t include women on the list. They just traced the family tree from father to son. If we were to look for matriarchs you would expect to find godly women like Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah. You don’t! Instead, Matthew lists 5 other women (Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, and her who had been the wife of Uriah, and Mary). Now, what was it about these women that portray hope for us in the 21st century?
Hope for the Forgotten – Tamar (vs. 3 – Genesis 38): If you remember, Tamar was Judah’s daughter-in-law. Her first 2 husbands died, and she was childless. Being childless was a great shame in their culture. So, she dressed like a prostitute, slept with her father-in-law Judah, and gave birth to his son. She was guilty of incest. Why would a woman with a story like this be included in the genealogy of God’s Son? One reason is to remind us that there is hope for those who feel forgotten? God never forgets you. There have been times in our life that we have said: Lord, please don’t forget me. We didn’t have to do that because He never forgets us. Even in our darkest times, His love still reaches us to comfort & console. For the one who feels forgotten at this time of year, remember the Lord does not forget. He knows us by  name. If He remembered Tamar, He remembers us.
Hope for the Fallen – Rahab (vs. 5 – Joshua 2-6): She was Canaanite—who were the hated enemies of Israel, and a full time prostitute.  Yet, she had the inner desire to become more than she was. She had fallen, but she knew that with the Lord and His people, she could get up. She hid the Israelite spies and so they spared her when they destroyed the city.  By the way, Hebrew 11 lists her in the “Faith’s Hall of Fame.” Never forget, Jesus didn’t come into this world for the righteous, the good, or even the well; He came to call the sinner, the scandalous, & even the sick (in other words the fallen) to repentance. At times we stumble and fall. Have you stumbled this week? Jesus died for us personally. We might not be a prostitute but we are a sinner forgiven by grace. 

Hope for the Faithful – Ruth (vs. 5 – Ruth):  Ruth was from the hated nation of Moab who worshipped idols. She was faithful! She stayed with Naomi her mother in law when encouraged to leave. Because of her faithfulness, Boaz the Israelite had the opportunity to redeem her and the family line. Boaz and Ruth gave birth to Obed who fathered Jesse who fathered David. It was her faithfulness that gave her a place in this genealogy. Faithfulness is sometime seen taken for granted. We think it’s too easy. Yet if it was easy, why are more people not faithful? Faithfulness required work and a stick to it mentality. God is faithful. Faithfulness always brings blessings. 
Hope for the Foolish – Bathsheba (vs. 6 – 2 Samuel 11): It is interesting that Bathsheba is not mentioned by name. She is clearly identified as the woman who had been Uriah’s wife.  She simply went out for a bath. Quite likely, she didn’t realize the King was not on the battlefield where he belonged, but was eyeing her from a distance. Had Bathsheba given any thought that a secret rendezvous with King David was foolish? She became pregnant then married the man who killed her husband. Later she bore Solomon.
Michael Vick had been the starting quarterback for the Atlanta Falcons.  Because of foolish decisions he made with dog fighting he went to prison.  Tony Dungy, the retired Christian coach from the Indianapolis Colts mentored him while in prison. Today he has made a comeback as quarterback with the Philadelphia Eagles. God is a God of second chances/  At times we all make foolish decisions. You and I have made plenty of them. Some may be as hurtful as Bathsheba, but the fact that she is listed in the genealogy of Jesus tells us that He came from, through, and for people like us who make at times foolish, sinful decisions. There is hope because we have a Savior from sin.

Hope for the Fearful – Mary (vs. 16 – Luke 1): Notice Matthew 1:16: And Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.  This genealogy of grace is filled with a string of 39 the father of’s.  Now the string is broken. Do you see how Matthew is careful to establish the virgin birth of Jesus right at the beginning of his gospel? Joseph is the husband of Mary but not the natural father of Jesus. Jesus is no ordinary man. He is Savior and Christ and Son of David and Son of Abraham but also God who became man.  When the angel came to Mary with the message: The Lord is with you she was “fearful,” or “troubled.” This was not a matter of her being afraid because of  any wrong she had committed, but to think that an angel was calling her highly favored.  The word favored means so much more than we understand. The Jewish Bible says, “Shalom” but it is not ‘peace’ at all, rather it is an expansion of the word ‘grace.’ And not just any grace, but a special grace, special honor, and a special blessing. At this point, she did not know what she was in for, but she sensed God was in control. After hearing the angel’s message, her fear turned to faith, her doubt to desire, & her caution to certainty.  
A cartoon I once saw explained the feelings of a lot of Americans today.  It showed two homes decorated for Christmas. One had lights everywhere. There was a plastic snowman in the yard, a Santa on the roof, and a flashing sign in the front yard that said, “Merry Xmas!” The other home had only a simple manger scene in the yard.         The couple from the first house was looking out their window at the manger scene in their neighbor’s yard and said: Some people have to put religion into everything. A radio talk show had a spoof on how we have overreacted to Christ being a part of Christmas and not wanting to offend anyone. So, combining the holidays of Ramadan, Hanukkah, Kwanza and Christmas, they wished everyone a happy RamaHanuKwanzMas. The world will celebrate Christmas without ever understanding that Jesus Is the Reason for the Season. Is it possible to have a non-offensive Christmas? Not for the Christian.  When we are called to Proclaim Christ in a Changing World at Christmas we need not fear what others may say or think. We have grace because the Lord is with us as well! Merry Christmas!
According to an old legend, a man became lost in his travels and wandered into a bed of quicksand. Confucius saw the man’s predicament and said: It is evident that men should stay out of places such as this. Next, Buddha observed the situation and said: Let that man’s plight be a lesson to the rest of the world. Then Mohammed came by and said: Alas, it is the will of God.  Finally, Jesus appeared. Take my hand, brother and I will save you. Christmas is a promise of hope, and every day is a new opportunity for you and me to trust God. Will we live in despair, or will we live in hope? Corrie ten Boom said: Look around you and get distressed. Look inside you and get depressed.       But look to Jesus and be at rest. Hope is what Christmas is all about. Receive it. Live it. Share it! AMEN!
