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We use the word “hope” regularly.

“I hope to get a promotion.”
“I hope to buy a house someday.”
“I hope to retire and live by the 18th hole.”
“I hope this movie is worth the ticket.”
“I hope I get a bigger bonus, a smaller waistline, a restful night.”

We “hope” for a lot of things. And when we do we use it with a tinge of uncertainty. We aren’t usually sure whether our hopes will ever be realized.  What is it you are hoping for?

Had you been one of the twenty-one men on a beach in Libya this past week you may have hoped for something more substantial. In a propaganda video released on Sunday, February 15 ISIS jihadists in black suits led 21 Egyptian Christian men along a Libyan beach. They were handcuffed and wearing orange jumpsuits. On cue they were pushed to the ground and then beheaded.

Family members mourned. “‘My son travelled to Libya 40 days ago, he wanted to make money for his marriage,’ said Boshra, whose 22-year-old son Kirollos was among the dead.”[footnoteRef:1] I’ve spent the week wondering what his hopes were for his son. What his son’s hopes were for his marriage. [1:  http://news.yahoo.com/says-beheaded-egyptian-copts-libya-193850727.html] 


Pope Francis said the Copts were “executed for nothing more than the fact that they were Christians.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 


To endure what many endure in life hope must be something more certain than wishful thinking. The writer of Hebrews knew this and defined it in this sentence: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).

Hope, according to the writer of Hebrews, is a confident expectation and desire for something good in the future. Hebrews 11 is often called “the faith chapter.” It could just as easily be called “the hope chapter.”

The Hebrew writer knows his audience needs something more than wishful thinking. They had already experienced suffering under Claudius. Soon Nero would unleash his fury upon the Christians.

That kind of opposition and persecution could make someone think twice about becoming a believer in Christ. That kind of daily pressure might cause a person to drift away from the faith. And so he writes at the beginning of his treatise “…we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it” (Hebrews 2:1).

He knows the possibility of losing sight of their destination is real. What had they heard? That Jesus was God’s way of speaking to them. Through him all things were created, he is the “exact imprint of God’s nature,” he made purification for sins, and is now seated at the right hand of the Majesty on high. What they had heard was that Christ reigns now and forever. They needed to “pay much closer attention” to that.

The phrase “pay much closer attention” can mean “to bring a ship to land.” I’m not very nautical, but I have brought a boat back into dock a couple of times. When you do you’d better not be looking off at the sunset or at the bird flying overhead. You work on your speed and your approach so that you can bring the boat to gently touch the place you are docking. In the first century it may have been to just bring the boat to land. 

That’s what he means. Don’t just glance at this teaching. It needs to be something you pay that much attention to. Why? “…less we drift away from it.” That phrase means “to glide by.” Again, the captain of a ship that is not paying attention may just glide by the place he is to dock. It happens slowly. Maybe imperceptibly. But it happens. He knows the possibility is there, especially in times of stress and persecution.

The teaching about Christ is the place to anchor the ship. We anchor more than our mind there. We anchor our souls. “We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain, where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf…” (Hebrews 6:19).

The “this” in “we have this…” is the promise made by God. His promises are sure and certain. And the promise he is talking about involves our hope, a hope that will encourage us—give us courage—in hard times. Those he writes to are those “who have fled for refuge” (Hebrews 6:18). Things were tough. The waters were rough. They might drift so they needed to anchor deep.

The anchor became a key Christian symbol during the period of Roman persecution.  If you were a first century Christian and you were hiding in the catacombs talking with others about how some of your best friends had been thrown to the lions or burned at the stake or maybe crucified and set on fire as Nero did at one of his garden parties, you would need something to encourage you. The cross did not. You knew it and its reality. What you needed was an anchor. An anchor reminds you of Jesus and a sure hope.

Epitaphs on believers’ tombs dating as far back as the end of the first century frequently displayed anchors alongside messages of hope. Such expressions as pax tecum, pax tibi, in pace, or “peace be with you” speak to the hope Christians felt in their anticipation of heaven. Archaeologists found about 70 examples of these kinds of messages in one cemetery alone.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/sep13.html] 


Then around 100 A.D., St. Clement—the fourth pope—was banished to the Crimea by the emperor Trajan. Banishment did not silence the pope. Instead he converted the people there. When Trajan found out about the conversions he ordered that St. Clement be tied to an iron anchor and be drowned. Tradition says that at some point the sea receded three miles and revealed that Clement’s body had been buried by angels in a marble mausoleum. The tradition is hardly believable, but you can see how that story would encourage persecuted Christians. It would tell them their hope was certain. The anchor was a great symbol for the Christians to remember their hope and to pay much more attention to what they had heard.

The writer then tells his own stories in chapter 11:
· Abel had faith in God’s promises and so, even though he died, he still speaks.
· Enoch was taken by God and did not see death.
· Noah was saved by what God told him.
· Abraham left his home and went to live in the land of promise.

On he goes talking about people who “died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar” (Heb. 11:13). That’s what hope does. 

When we have hope we believe differently.  We see what is happening around us but believe something more is going on. Hope knows that evil may have its day but God will have the final say.

When we have hope we think differently.  Without hope we think that we are living for what we see today. Money. Houses. Cars. Vacations. When those things seem to be going well we are positive about life. When they aren’t going so well we can easily think there’s not much to live for. Hope keeps us looking ahead knowing what is to come. As Paul says, we “set our minds on things that are above, not on earthly things.”

When we have hope we act differently. If you’ve been around someone without hope they can quickly bring you down. The world is viewed as an unsafe place. The best way to live is to hide out and disconnect. Things will only get worse. 

But those with hope are optimistic. They aren’t unrealistic. They know what is happening in our world. They know hardships and suffering are part of life. But they also know how the story ends. They know that their life here is just “a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes” (James 4:14). No matter what is happening now there is something more glorious awaiting those whose hope is in the Lord.

They know hope is their anchor.

You may have been wondering why the anchor was replaced with the cross as a symbol for Christians. There are only a few examples of the anchor found as late at the middle of the third century and none after 300 AD. 

What happened around that time that may have caused the Christians to change symbols? The most common explanation is that Constantine conquered by the cross in 312 and later played an influential role in the proclamation of the Edict of Milan in 313, which decreed tolerance for Christianity in the empire. The Empire went from persecuting the Church to sponsoring it. Christians moved from a position of weakness to more power. They were accepted by the government and so did not have a need to use secret symbols to identify themselves. 

The “conquering cross” was a symbol of position and power. The anchor sank from view. No longer did they need Jesus as their hope for the future. They had the Empire.

Which brings me back to where we began. Where do we place our hope today? Is it in who is in political power in America? Is it placed in whether or not Christians have the honored seat in our country? Is it that those who follow Jesus will have health and wealth?

Most modern day Christians in our country know little if anything about the anchor and its symbolism to the early Christians. And even the cross is seen as a nice piece of jewelry that has little to do with suffering but more to do with the believer’s victory because Jesus suffered so that we won’t have to.

But we might. Many have suffered even to the point of death. Listen one last time to what the Hebrew writer said:

Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life. Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated—of whom the world was not worthy—wandering about in deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth. And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive what was promised, since God had provided something better for us,

The “something better” was their hope. It was the hope that they would receive “a kingdom that cannot be shaken” (Heb. 12:28).

Life happens. And when it does it can be shaken. Too much shaking can cause us to drift from the teaching of Christ. But we can cope with today holding onto a hope for tomorrow.

Anchor deep. And echo the words of the psalmist:

Our soul waits for the LORD;
    he is our help and our shield.
For our heart is glad in him,
    because we trust in his holy name.
Let your steadfast love, O LORD, be upon us,
    even as we hope in you. Psalm 33:20-22
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