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Sermon for Nov. 29, 2020—“Hope Is Coming” 
First Sunday of Advent, Year B—Texts: Isaiah 64:1-9; Mark 13:24-37 

Black Friday’s come and gone and though it may not feel like it, it’s beginning to look a 

lot like Christmas. The retail therapy machine seems to have shifted into high gear earlier 

than ever. COVID is still with us. We’re still as divided politically as ever—if not more 

so. It’s still pretty ugly out there. And so even we Christians say might say, as it seems to 

in our gospel reading: It’s beginning to look a lot like the world’s falling apart and the 

end times—the end of the world—has begun. 

I hate to sound morbid, but let’s face it—with the state of the world these days, one could 

make a strong case that the end is near. Which hopefully means that Christ could return 

any day now. Wouldn’t that be nice? In any case—Advent is here and we begin the 

season as we usually do. Not with backward-looking remembrances of the circumstances 

surrounding Jesus’ birth, but with strange, vivid images of a darkened sun and moon, 

stars falling from heaven and grand promises of an apocalyptic future—in which Jesus 

plays, to put it mildly, a noticeable role. So, don’t get out the tacky Christmas sweaters 

just yet, a hazmat suit might be more appropriate and would probably capture the mood 

better. 

Advent’s watchwords are preparation and waiting. It’s about looking outward and ahead. 

It’s time for Christians to remind ourselves that God’s previous incursion into human 

affairs, in incarnation of Jesus Christ, isn’t the end of the story. It is—in fact—the 

foundation for the future hope of God’s ultimate promises being brought to fruition. 

Jesus’ teaching, in our gospel reading, is part of a much longer discourse. Notice the 

words “…following that distress…”—which some translations offer as “…after that 

suffering…” Jesus has just described a situation of awful destruction, persecution and 

sacrilege. The themes and imagery he uses was similar to other literature of this time; 

literature meant to interpret current events and political circumstances. But what Jesus 

was talking about was different. He wasn’t predicting economic, political, or cultural 

chaos. 

What was Jesus talking about? What was the great devastation of which he spoke? Was 

he predicting the COVID pandemic? Was he predicting the results of the last election? 

No—he talking about the Jewish-Roman war that would occur between 66 and 73 AD. 

Which would be about the time, not coincidentally, that Mark’s gospel was written and 

which made it the first gospel written. 

So, Jesus’ words no doubt resonated with those who either knew of the siege of 

Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple, or had lived through it. The first readers of 

that gospel likely read it as the smoke from the fire that destroyed the temple, as well as 

the stench of what seemed to them as God’s failed promises still hovered in the air.  

The war had been a time when many Jews—and many Christians—expected divine 

intervention. They saw the war as a sign that God was ushering in a new order. But, 

however, Jesus deliberately separates his description of the war from what he says about 

his return.  

Okay, so what exactly was his point?  
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His point was that that war and devastation—and all that would follow—would NOT be 

the way God’s plan came to fruition. War and devastation—according to Jesus—was a 

false sign of God’s activity. And whatever hope it may’ve brought was false hope. This 

is important because false signs and false hope remain with us—and are everywhere. 

Maybe that’s why so many people nowadays have this sense of impending doom and 

gloom. 

Lots of people lost their minds this past election day. Both sides saw the election of the 

other parties candidate as a sure sign of the apocalypse. They awoke the day after with a 

sense of foreboding, with burdens of political and social turmoil for which our shoulders 

simply aren’t broad enough. But all of this anxiety and apprehension, in some bordering 

on fear, is the exact opposite of the child-like sense of wonder which is supposed to be 

the hallmark of the Christmas season. It’s an anxiety and apprehension which drives 

many to despair. 

Despair is the sense that things won't change for the better and that nothing I do can or 

will make any difference. Despair is real to anyone living in a fallen world.  Despair is 

very real—and it’s everywhere. There are people all over the world who face despair 

living lives in the face of terror. There are many that live in conditions that see no 

possibility of life becoming any different for them. So many have been affected by the 

pandemic in so many ways. It can seem like a nightmare from which we won’t be waking 

up any time soon. 

Oh yes—despair is real. Despair is very real. But hope is also real. Hope—by most 

definitions—is the opposite of despair. But the kind of hope that we talk about today—

and have been talking about for about a month and a half now; the hope that we celebrate 

this time of year is something much more—something greater. It’s more than a desire for 

something better. “Hope,” says David Aikman, author of the book, Hope: The Heart’s 

Great Quest, “…is the heart's deepest longing.” The notion of hope in this sense—like 

many words today—requires clarification.  

The word is often spoken of as if synonymous with wishing. We use the term to denote a 

vague longing for something that we want, but find unlikely to happen. We hope our 

problems disappear, our bank accounts multiply, our churches grow and our lives to be 

free from pain and worry. Yet hope—as Christianity defines it—is more robust than a 

wish; more fixed and sure than a vague longing. It carries the idea of delayed, but 

guaranteed fulfillment.  

It’s the kind of assurance that something set in motion will—in due time—come to 

fruition. The farmer sows in hope that the seed, though buried, will produce a sure crop. 

Similarly, the Scriptures ground the concept of hope in the nature of who God is, what 

God has done and—of course—what God has promised. 

In the cultural setting of New Testament times, the gospel dawned with a power and force 

that challenged the prevailing worldviews and burst in with a vision of life that 

transformed the world. If the gospel is anything—it’s a message and a way of hope. 

That’s why it’s so important—imperative even—for us to distinguish hope from things 

like wishful thinking and pipe dreams. 
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The apostle Paul and many other New Testament writers describe God as the “God of 

hope.” The word “hope” itself is used eighty-five times in the New Testament alone and 

throughout the Bible, it’s stressed repeatedly that relationship to and with God is the 

ultimate ground of hope. To the Romans, Paul declared, “For in this hope we were saved, 

and we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have 

been called according to his purpose.” The apostle anchors believers in the certainty of 

hope, but also in the need to wait. The end will come and until then we trust in God and 

his promises and lean on the Holy Spirit. 

The effects of modernity and secularization are seen most clearly in our inability to see 

beyond the present; to think outside of our own circumstances or to believe in God for 

sustenance or change. This life—this world—the now and the immediate come to shape 

and control our focus, our wishes, and our concerns. But here—Paul sets our earthbound 

lives beside the eternal purpose that can inform all we are and do.  

Becoming a people of hope means cultivating an eternal perspective; the ability to see 

God in the midst of trials, to persevere in the face of despair and pressure. The point is 

not to undervalue life in this world, but to set it all in context and, perhaps, help us 

navigate it. 

Difficulties—that which causes us pain or grief, despair or anxiety—must be weighed in 

the light of eternity. Our hopes and expectations are anchored in a greater and ultimate 

reality that is both certain and transformative. The things that we’re going through—as 

individuals or as a church—do not become less real, nor do they become any less 

unimportant or any less painful. But are limited in their ability to reach and affect us by 

the knowledge that they, too, shall pass. 

During Advent—on each Sunday until Christmas—we light a candle—four in all. The 

represent four pillars of our faith. They are—as you probably know—hope, peace, joy 

and love. Still—it’s easy to emphasize those last three, while ignoring or neglecting hope. 

Yet—hope is essential and unyielding. It is—to an extent—the foundation for the others. 

“It is a matter of both knowledge and will, ” as one scholar writes, “knowing what [God 

has done] before and knowing what we desire; but it is characterized above all, by the 

application of imagination and trust to a future which is essentially open and unknown.” 

We Christians—as the writer of Hebrews proclaimed, “We have this hope, a sure and 

steadfast anchor of the soul, .a hope that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, 

where Jesus—a forerunner on our behalf—has entered.” 

And here—brothers and sisters—is the thing: Christian hope is real. It is secure. It is 

infectious. It is—as one author put it, “...a source of life—the germ of spiritual birth, the 

spring and the giving forth of grace. It’s a valuable sign to a world full of shallow hopes 

or no hope at all.” 

So, if you’re thinking that hope is important—even crucial and something to embrace 

fully—you’d be right! So, my sincere prayer for this Advent and Christmas season, is that 

we can rest in the hope that we have in the coming of our Lord. Because if Advent 
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reminds us of anything—it reminds us that it’s not up to us. Advent reminds us that we 

know how the story turns out. Advent reminds us that our hope is not in vain. Advent 

reminds us that hope is coming. That’s literally what the word Advent means, “Coming!” 

We don‘t know when or where or—exactly—how, but hope is coming. He is coming! 

Come, Lord Jesus! Amen and amen. 

 


