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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.



In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself inter​cedes for us with groans that words cannot express. 
And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.



And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His pur​pose. 
For those God foreknew he also predestined to be con​formed to the likeness of His Son, that He might be the Firstborn among many brothers. 
And those He predestined, He also called; those He called, He also justified; those He justified, He also glorified.


Christianity is very much rooted in the past.  We still cling to the pro​mise of the Savior originally given to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.  We cling to that promise as it was given again to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and as it was renewed to King David.  We cling to that promise of the Savior as it was embellished, that is, as the details were filled in, by the prophets.  We have just spent some time on the fulfillment of that pro​mise in the birth of our Savior in Bethlehem.  We note that He grew to ma​tu​rity in the city in Galilee called Nazareth.  We hear that He moved around the countryside, gathering disciples.  We will soon look again at His suf​fering and death and resurrection for us.  All of these things really hap​pened, and they really happened a long time ago.  And yet they still have meaning today.


Some think that Christianity is so occupied with yesterday that it has nothing to do with today, but that is not right.  It would be equally wrong to think that Christianity is so occupied with the future that it has nothing to do with today.  The words that the Lord’s apostle Paul writes for us this mor​ning are very much future-directed, even though they have much to do with things here and now.  We’ll look at the three areas of the future that Paul describes for us, dealing first with hope, then with prayer, then with God’s direction of all things.


Paul points out the simple fact that hope is tied to the future.  This is rather obvious.  You no longer hope that you’ll wake up in time this mor​ning.  You no longer hope that the snow this past week won’t be so heavy.  You no longer hope that it won’t get so cold.  We do not hope about the past; we hope about the future.  We all hope that the severity of this winter is now a thing of the past, and we’ll return to the milder winters we’ve become accustomed to the past few years.


Paul writes, “For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has?”  The point comes through clearly: hope has to do with the future.  We hope for what will be.  We do need to distinguish one thing about the hope Paul writes about.  Our ordinary hopes in life are not based on certainty, but on wishes.  But hope in the Bible is based on God’s promises, which are sure and cer​tain, and thus very dependable.  The hope that Paul writes about is the final fulfillment of all God’s promises, and that will definitely happen, simply because God has said so.


But even though this hope is in the future, it still has applications in the present, in the here and now.  Paul writes, “If we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.”  Since we know that our hopes are based on God’s promises, we know that what we hope for will happen.  It is simply a matter of God’s timing, over which we have no control, and for which for the most part we have no understanding.  Since God has said this will happen, we can wait for it patiently here and now.


A second area Paul writes about is prayer.  “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself inter​cedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.”  It does not make much sense to pray about the past.  “Dear Lord, I did something really stupid yesterday.  Please change the past so that it never happened.”  Although you can offer a prayer like that, God’s re​sponse is to forgive what we have done, not to change it.


No, we pray about the future.  Even when we pray about the present, we are praying about what will happen very soon, in the very immediate future.  We pray for God’s protection and blessing today.  We pray about what we need to do this week.  We pray about loved ones far away from us in the next few weeks and months.  We pray about our anticipations for the future, about spring, about vacation.


But our prayers about the future also have application to the here and now.  Elsewhere, the apostle Paul wrote, “Do not be anxious about any​thing, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” Ph4v6.  “Do not be anxious about any​thing,” that is, do not worry.  How can we avoid worrying?  We can “present our requests to God,” that is, we can pray.  “In everything,” with all kinds of prayers, we can bring our requests to God, and then stop worrying about them.  Our worrying can’t change anything for the better, only for the worse.  But God can handle all our concerns, and does handle them.  In that way, prayer about the future has a very definite impact on the present.


The third area of the future Paul writes about takes us into an area that we clearly do not understand, and for the most part cannot understand, and so we treasure his words all the more.  He writes, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His pur​pose.”  Many people regard these words as their favorite words in the whole Bible, or at least among their favorite words.  God works for our good in all things.  So we can heave a sigh of relief, and trust Him.


He does so “in all things,” in the things that we regard as good and in the things that we regard as bad.  Sometimes God lets things we regard as bad happen to people we regard as good because He knows that it really is for their good.  God works for our good, but He isn’t so much concerned about the good of our net worth, the status of our investments, how well fed and overfed we are.  He is primarily concerned about our eternal good, and our eternal good is tied directly to our faith in Jesus.  Jesus has done everything, and He simply gives it to us.  Faith is described as the hand that receives the gift Jesus is giving us.  Faith in Jesus also means that we stop relying so much on our​selves, and instead rely on Jesus.  That is a difficult thing to accomplish in us, but God uses “all things” to do that.


Paul adds a progression of items to point to the course of events, but we can do little more than attempt to define some of the terms.  “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be con​formed to the likeness of His Son, that He might be the Firstborn among many brothers. And those He predestined, He also called; those He called, He also justified; those He justified, He also glorified.”  The idea that God knows what is going to happen before it happens can easily get us into difficulties way over our heads.  God knew about us before we were, He sent His Son to die for us before we were, He called us to faith in Jesus through Baptism and His Word, and He will glorify us in heaven.


To sum up, Christianity is rooted in the past where God brought about our salvation, it looks to the future where we will receive full pos​session of the eternal life Jesus has earned for us, and that has application and meaning here and now.  That is illustrated by what St. Matthew writes in our Gospel reading this morning.  Jesus conducted much of His ministry in the region of Galilee in the north, where the cities of Nazareth, Cana, Nain, and Capernaum were located.  He did so in fulfillment of what Isaiah had written seven hundred years earlier, our Old Testament reading.  Isaiah wrote about a region that had been devastated by the Assyrian army in the very recent past.  But that wartorn land, Galilee, would soon see a bright Light, the Light of the world, the Lord Jesus.  What had happened in the past pointed ahead to the coming Savior, who then preached to the people living in Galilee at that time.


Jesus called some of His first disciples.  In the section we heard, Jesus called four fishermen to follow Him, namely, Simon Peter and his brother Andrew, and then the brothers James and John, both sons of Zebedee.  Peter, James, and John would form the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples.  Up to this time, these four young men had been learning the fishing trade.  Every day, they would row out onto the Sea of Galilee, and throw out their nets wherever they hoped there was a school of fish.  Then they would haul in the net, remove whatever they caught, and try again.  The end of the day meant repairing any tears in the nets, so that everything was ready for the next day.


Jesus called them and said, “Come, follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Mt4v19.  They left everything behind and followed Jesus.  They learned from Jesus for several years.  Sometimes they got the point Jesus was making, as did Peter when he said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Mt16v16.  Most of the time, it seems, they missed the point Jesus was making, as did Peter right after this when he said, “Never, Lord! This shall never happen to You!” Mt16v22, namely, Jesus’ suffering and crucifixion for us.  On another occasion, James and John missed the point when they asked to sit on Jesus’ right and left in His king​dom.  But they spent their time learning.


Later, in the future, they would be made apostles, and sent out into all the world.  Still later, they are pictured in the book of Revelation in hea​ven as half of the twenty-four elders who surround the throne on which is the Lamb of God.  Jesus had said, “You who have followed Me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” Mt19v28.

Christianity is very much rooted in the past, in what actually hap​pened many years ago, in what God did for us then.  Christianity looks forward to the future, when we will take up residence in the renewed Garden of Eden in heaven.  And therefore, Christianity has much to say about today, about patience as we wait, about putting aside worry through prayer, and about confidence and comfort, since God works out everything for our eternal good. Amen.
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