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Hope is an important word for us. As we used it we can feel more hopeful for what’s to come. I hope things are going to turn out okay, or have fun or the Padres will win (and they are, so that’s good, right?) Sometimes our hope is in hope, a good wish, a desire, an expression of our desires, but not really an anchor of the soul. 

Key Idea: I can cope with the hardships of life because of the hope I have in Jesus Christ.

Key Verse: We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where our forerunner, Jesus, has entered on our behalf. Hebrews 6:19-20 

What are the circumstances where you might be hopeless, and in need of real hope? 

The historical context for this letter to the Hebrews is to a house church or small group of Jewish Christians, probably living in Rome, which was the heart of persecution for Christians. The first century context of the letter to the Hebrews like many of the New Testament letters was to Christians who were experiencing persecution. They had experienced the oppression of Claudius, and Nero would be even more devastating for Christians, feeding them to the lions in the coliseum, or crucified and set on fire at a garden party. The persecution permeated in varying degrees in every aspect of their lives. He writes to “We who have fled.” (Hebrews 6:18) There was economic, physical, emotional, religious and persecution for followers of Jesus. We must understand this to understand Jesus’ words of comfort for the disciples before their death, or most of the writings of the New Testament. 

· Economic: Anyone who bought or sold anything could only do so with the mark of Caesar. They could not participate in the guilds, which were so important to the marketplace. 
· Physical: Some were physically beaten and imprisoned.
· Emotional: They lived in fear of their or family members’ persecution. 
· Religious: They had to pledge allegiance to Caesar, literally worship him as God. The phrase Jesus is Lord stood in contrast to Caesar is Lord. If they didn’t eat meat sacrificed to idols they could not participate in the community celebrations. 

We may not suffer like they did in the first century, but we need hope when our college students or scientists are dismissed by their peers for their faith in Jesus. We need hope when we are facing situations out of our control like cancer, grief, economic challenges, or emotional distress. Still, there are Christians around the world today who suffer persecution. 

· In February, 21 Coptic Christians from Egypt were beheaded in Libya.
· In April 30 Ethiopian Christians shot or beheaded in Libya and 100 Christian students in Kenya were separated out and executed. 
· There are 70 million Christians in China. Under their new leader, there has been an increase in persecution of the house churches, and increased pressure on the registered (Three Self Patriotic Church) Christians to take “patriotism” training to make sure Christians are first and foremost “Chinese.” 

For followers of Jesus, hope has to be an anchor for the soul to be faithful followers of Jesus because in times of hardship or persecution its hard to stay faithful. This kind of hope makes a difference. 

1. We see differently.  

We must pay the most careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away. Hebrews 2:1

Pay the most careful attention can also mean “to bring the ship into land.” And to drift away means to glide by. My step dad spent decades in the summers as a sport fishing captain in 100 foot boats. If you’ve never tried it, it takes focused attention to dock a boat because of the waves, the current and the wind that causes us to glide by or to miss the dock. Even if it’s a houseboat, a ski boat, a canoe or a pontoon boat, it’s hard to get it right. It takes practice and paying attention. 

What is the dock or the focus of their attention? It is what they have heard about the Jesus, specifically his death. Our hope enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain. The image is of the high priest who sprinkles the blood behind the curtain in the temple to atone for sins. Jesus’ death paid the penalty for our sins, and by faith we have a sure hope of heaven. His death allowed him to enter the heavenly realm as our advocate and high priest. Jesus has entered into God’s presence on our behalf and has prepared a place for us. 

What about the image of the anchor? Our hope in Jesus is an anchor for the soul. In Greek literature the metaphor of the anchor was used constantly to evoke the notion of stability provided by adherence to virtue, and especially to hope. The anchor became a symbol of Christianity for the first 300 years. The cross was a not a symbol of hope because the reality was people were being crucified. They needed an anchor for the soul that helped them remember their hope in Jesus. In catacombs there are carvings of anchors next to inscriptions on the tombs of those who died during persecution.

This is a heavenly reality of hope that those without faith cannot see. And in Chapter 11 the writer gives us a definition of faith and hope: Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see. (Hebrews 11:1) Faith allows us to see our hope in Jesus at the same time we see our suffering or hardship. 

I wear contact lens in both eyes. But they are a little different. My left eye is for reading, and my right eye is for distance. So I can read nine point type in front of me, and I can see people sitting in the back row of the balcony. When my doctor first suggested it, I thought I’d be confused. But actually your mind adjusts so that you can see up close and distance at the same time. 

The same is true for faith. We are able to see into the hope of heaven, while we see our hardships as well. We don’t deny we have hardships, and we don’t have to deny there is hope. We can see both at the same time. 

In the mid of their persecution they needed to see their hope in Jesus.  They could see their suffering differently in two ways: 

First, they would suffer as Jesus suffered, which was a privilege. Jesus’ death on the cross was a painful death, it was extreme suffering that some of them would experience. But suffering would not have the final word—God had something more in store for them. The writer of Hebrews lists those who suffered before them. 

There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37 They were put to death by stoning; they were sawed in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—38 the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground. 39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised, 40 since God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. Hebrews 11:36-40

Second, God had something in store for them in heaven, but he also had something in store for them on earth. Paul says in Romans that suffering produces perseverance and perseverance hope. Also that God works all things (including suffering) together for good for those who love him and are called according to his purposes. Peter says in his first epistle that suffering is refining their faith to be more valuable than gold. They could see their suffering differently because their suffering was producing in them Christ like character.  


We see differently, because we know there is something more to the suffering we experience. We see that God is present with us in our suffering; that he’s doing something in us, using the circumstances to form Christ-like character in us, and to help build our faith. 

We have faith that helps us see differently and 

2. We trust differently.

Scripture tells us we develop faith in God so that our ultimate hope is not in in money and possessions, or people:

Command those who are rich (in North County San Diego you may not think you are rich, but compared to the world’s wealth we are in the top bracket) in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain (how many would say wealth is uncertain in the last decade?), but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment. 1 Timothy 6:17

It’s not a bad thing to have financial security, but we know that money cannot provide for us what our faith in Jesus can. I hope the stock market does well, and I hope our houses increase in value. But money cannot be an anchor for the soul. So we don’t put our trust in money. How ironic that our money says, “In God we Trust,” because often money takes the place of God in our lives. Why do we need to have hope in God when we have all the money we need. Also, money is the most common reasons for marriages breaking up. Hope in money can cause us great anxiety.  

It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in humans. 9 It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in princes. Psalm 118:8-9

I would not want us to untrusting of people. We want to surround ourselves with trustworthy people and we ourselves want to be trusted. But our trust is not ultimately in other people. The anchor of our soul is our faith in Jesus. 

That kind of hope makes a difference in our lives. I love what Isaiah writes about hope. He needs to remind them of the Lord they hope in. 

Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. 29 He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. 30 Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; 31 but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint. Isaiah 40:1-31

3. We live differently.

Our hope in Jesus is an anchor we live differently in three ways: 

1. We have a friendship with Jesus. On Friday I went to a fundraiser for Young Life. It was a great evening hearing stories from college students who came to faith through Young Life. I remembered my own story and the hope I had in high school. I grew up in the church and I accepted Christ in seventh grade. When I was in high school, I went to camp and heard about having a relationship with Jesus. Maybe because in high school relationships are so important, and to know that Jesus would walk with me and be with me, even when things in life didn’t go so well—with school or sports, with friends or family—that he would always be with me made all the difference, and still makes all the difference for me. A friendship with Jesus means I don’t have to be afraid, but I can have hope, and that’s good news for eighteen year olds and eighty year olds. Our hope in Jesus begins with our accepting him as Lord and Savior, and then walking with him as our friend. We live with hope because we have a relationship with Jesus. You may think of God in general terms or think about Jesus as a historical person, or are inspired by his teaching, but that’s not what makes us live differently. I want to encourage you to renew your friendship with Jesus. That’s what makes all the difference. 
2. We persevere together. The hope comes as we look at others who endure, in order to be encouraged and not lose heart. We may not suffer like the first century, but we do experience suffering, and we find hope in community. Jesus doesn’t leave us alone, and we don’t leave each other alone. It’s no surprise that this letter is written to a small group of 15 or 20 people meeting in a house. We need each other for encouragement and examples of hope.
3. We identify with those who suffer, near and far. The persecution of Christians around the world is the persecution of our brothers and sisters. We are the body of Christ and when one suffers we all suffer. We can keep up on persecution on websites like www.opendoorsusa.org and pray. They, along with those who have gone before us, become inspiration to us in our race. In Hebrews 12, it’s as if we are running the race and the cloud of witnesses is in the stands cheering us on. 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. Hebrews 12:1-3

What happened to the image of the anchor? The anchor was the dominant symbol of Christianity for the first 300 years. The cross became the dominant symbol of Christianity with Constantine in 312, because he had a vision of the cross when he converted to Christianity and it became the religion of the empire. Immediately Christians no longer feared the cross because power had shifted. They were no longer persecuted and could put their faith in the Empire instead of Jesus. 

Our temptation is to shift our hope from Jesus to wherever there is power. We can easily shift our ultimate hope from our faith in Jesus, to being an American citizen, or wherever we find power. But hope as an anchor of the soul is found in Jesus. 

Today we celebrate communion, which is the constant reminder of Jesus’ death that provides hope for us. He died, entered behind the curtain and is with God in heaven. But he is also here with us and can be our hope. 

As we close, I’d like to suggest you choose one verse to become your “breath prayer” this week. It’s a simple phrase you can memorize and say with an inhale and an exhale.  

We wait in hope for the Lord; You are our help and our shield. 21 In you our hearts rejoice, for we trust in your holy name. 22 May your unfailing love be with us, Lord, even as we put our hope in you. Psalm 33:20–22 


(Note: Thanks to Rick Brown for his message as inspiration!)



