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With our country falling deeper and deeper into debt, our government commissioned a “super committee” to find a way to reduce our deficit by $1.2 trillion.  They worked hard at their job, they negotiated, they brainstormed, they debated – and they failed.  Once you’re in a deficit, it’s hard to climb back out.  Getting into a deficit, on the other hand, is pretty easy.  Many of us are in one right now, as we get hit with the credit card bills we racked up over the holidays.  Before long we’ll have property tax bills to pay and income taxes to cough up.  We keep looking for the light at the end of the tunnel, and it just seems to keep moving further and further away.
Of course, there are ways to deal with financial deficits.  If you’ve been through Financial Peace University, a course we’ve offered here at Cornerstone each of the last two years, you’ve learned some of those strategies and techniques.  You’ve discovered that it’s possible to reduce your deficit, to pay off your bills, and to actually get to the place where you’re putting money into the bank.  But here’s the question for us this morning – how do you reduce your hope deficit?  Dealing with a financial deficit is one thing; dealing with the loss of hope is quite another.
The dictionary defines hope as “expectation with desire.”  When we hope for something, we both expect something to happen and we really want it to happen.  Now sometimes our hopes can be a little unrealistic.  When I was in junior high my hope was to be a professional basketball player.  I know – when you look at me now you wonder, “What was he thinking?”  But in junior high I was actually the best player in our school, and I still had hopes of growing.  My Dad and my two brothers were all over six feet, so I had hopes of getting there myself.  In fact, I expected to get much taller; I fully expected that by the time I was a junior in high school I would be dunking a basketball, just like I saw some of the older kids do when I went to the high school to watch them play.
But by my junior year in high school, I had given up those hopes.  For a while I fought it.  When I realized I wasn’t going to get any taller, I just figured I would develop my jumping ability.  One of the things I did was to buy a weight vest that I would wear while I played some pickup games.  Then when I took the weight vest off I felt like I was flying, like I could jump over the basket.  But the most I ever managed to do was to touch the ten-foot high rim with the very tips of my fingers.  And before long I gave up all hope of dunking a basketball and of doing anything in basketball beyond high school.

And you’ve had the same experience, in one way or another, and when we’re honest with each other we have to admit that the experience of losing hope can be pretty painful.  You had your hopes set on getting that job – you wanted the job, and you expected to get it.  But the offer never came, and eventually you lost hope.  You had your hopes set on a storybook relationship.  In the words of Taylor Swift, “Romeo take me somewhere we can be alone; I’ll be waiting, all there’s left to do is run; you’ll be the prince and I’ll be the princess; it’s a love story, baby just say yes.”  But no one has said yes, and the market for Romeos seems pretty scarce, and as the months and years go by you find yourself losing hope.  Every one of us has a story – we hoped to have a baby, we hoped to buy a house, we hoped to have a very different career, we hoped our marriage would turn out very differently from the way it ended, we hoped the news from the doctor would be better, we hoped to stay much healthier than we are, we hoped to make more of a difference in our world.  But we’ve heard too many “no’s” and too few “yes’s” and we’ve come to the conclusion that the only way to spare our hearts the pain of further disappointment and rejection is to just stop hoping.  
And for all of us who are in just that place this morning, the Apostle Paul has a word for us – “Yes!”  Listen to what Paul writes in his second letter to the church at Corinth:

But as surely as God is faithful, our message to you is not “Yes” and “No.”  For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by us – by me and Silas and Timothy – was not “Yes” and “No,” but in him it has always been “Yes.”  For no matter how many promises God has made they are “Yes” in Christ. (2 Corinthians 1:18-20)
Jesus is the “Yes” to all our hopes.  If we’re hoping for love and acceptance, Jesus is our “Yes.”  If we’re hoping for significance and meaning, Jesus is our “Yes.”  If we’re hoping for forgiveness, if we’re hoping for a second chance, Jesus is our “Yes.”  “In his name the nations will put their hope,” says Matthew (Matthew 12:21).  For all of us who have lost hope, the Bible says, “Put your hope in Jesus; he’s the hope of the world.”
So how do we do that – put our hope in Jesus?  How do you find hope once you’ve lost it?  How do you dig yourself out of a hope deficit?  Let me take you back to the Apostle Paul.  He has some very practical advice for those of us who find ourselves in a hope deficit; here’s what he says: “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we might have hope.” (Romans 15:4)  The place to find hope is in this book.  God gave us the Bible to give us encouragement and to offer us hope.  God invites us to read about how he provided a child for Abraham and Sarah in their old age; how he provided a “Romeo” by the name of Boaz for a young widow named Ruth; how he gave a colossal failure named Samson a chance to redeem himself; how he rescued his people from 400 years of slavery in Egypt; how he used a teenage-shepherd boy named David to take down a giant; how he used a tongue-tied Moses to give us the Ten Commandments; and how he used a small-town girl named Mary to be the mother of the Messiah.  God made sure all those events were written down and preserved so that we could read them over and over and that from them we who were losing hope might find reason to hope.
And the fact is that there has to be a reason to hope.  Our hope has to be based on something true, on something real.  Hope is more than wishful thinking.  Let’s say I tell you that I am hoping to win an Academy Award for Best Actor this year.  And let’s say that I am so hopeful that I throw a party at my house to watch the Oscars and I sit in front of my TV holding my breath hoping with everything in me that my name is called when they announce the Oscar for the Best Actor.  That would be silly, wouldn’t it?  There would be no reason for me to entertain that hope.  I can’t act; I’ve never even auditioned for a high school play let alone a part in a movie.  I would have no reason whatsoever to hope to win an Oscar.
But as followers of Jesus, we have every reason to hope.  We can and should be the most hopeful of all people.  And if you will devote yourself to reading and studying and meditating on this book, to taking the time to consistently review who God is and what God has done and what God promises to do, you will find that no matter how disappointed and discouraged you might feel, you have reason to hope.
This morning I want to use one verse as a way to remind us of the reason for our hope.  It’s in the book of Hebrews and it goes like this: “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” (Hebrews 11:6)  There are two truths that we who believe cling to, two truths that give us reason for hope – God exists, and God rewards.  My life is full of hope because I believe that God exists and because I believe that God rewards.  Let me explain what I mean.
Because God Exists, Anything Is Possible
First, my life is full of hope because I believe that God exists.  Now why does the simple reality of God’s existence give me hope?  Because if God exists, then anything is possible.
You know the story – Mary was just a relative child, probably about 13 years old, when the angel informed her that despite never having been with a man she was pregnant and that her child would in fact be the promised Messiah.  Mary asks a very logical question: “How will this be since I am a virgin?”  Do you remember the angel’s answer? “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.  So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God … For nothing is impossible with God.” (Luke 1:35-37)  Nothing is impossible with God.  Because God exists, anything is possible.
The rich young ruler was walking away from Jesus after just engaging with the Messiah in a very important discussion.  The topic had been this – what must the young man do to get eternal life?  That’s a pretty important question.  The young man, however, didn’t much like the answer Jesus gave him, an answer you can read for yourself in Matthew 19.  As the rich young man walked away Jesus told his disciples that it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.  This bothered the disciples, so they asked the next question: “Who, then, can be saved?”  And here is how Jesus responded: “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” (Matthew 19:26)  

Now that’s a pretty powerful truth, that with God all things are possible.  But I’ve learned that what best helps me to regain lost hope even more than remembering that truth is to find examples in the Bible of times when God has done the impossible thing I am asking him to do and hoping he will do. For example, have you ever prayed for someone to be healed from a serious illness?  Ever prayed for someone whose situation seemed hopeless?  Most of us have. Why do we keep praying?  Why do we keep hoping when it seems like there’s no hope?  Because we’ve read in the Bible of time after time when God did exactly what we’re asking him to do.  Reading those historical accounts of God’s intervention gives us a reason to hope, a reason to believe.
Here’s an example.  A woman has been bleeding for twelve years.  Mark’s Gospel tells us that “she had suffered a great deal under the care of many doctors and had spent all she had, yet instead of getting better she grew worse.” (Mark 5:26)  Luke’s Gospel tells us that she had been bleeding for twelve years “but no one could heal her.” (Luke 8:43)  This is a hopeless situation.  She’s tried everything, she’s spent all she had, and day after day she just gets worse.  And then as Jesus passes by, the one Matthew tells us is the hope of the nations, she reaches out and touches the hem of his robe, an act of faith in the power of the Messiah, and instantly she’s healed.  
I’ve known my nephew Jesse since he was born; he’s 36 now.  A few years ago Jesse started having some health issues.  He had problems with his vision; he stumbled for no reason.  He went to doctor after doctor until finally they diagnosed him with MS.  Unfortunately, that was just the start of his problems.  On top of his MS he started having other physical problems.  Again, he went from one doctor to another at some of the best hospitals in Philadelphia, and none of them could figure it out.  Finally a doctor came up with a diagnosis of something I had never heard about called Cushings.  They said this illness was caused by a tumor on his pituitary, a gland in the brain.  To reach the tumor they had to break Jesse’s nose and go in through the nose to get to the pituitary.  He had the surgery, a painful and expensive surgery, and got no better.  In fact, he got worse.  After another year the doctors decided to try to defeat the Cushings by removing his adrenal glands.  They scheduled him for surgery, but on the way to the hospital Jesse passed out.  They discovered he had developed blood clots in his lungs, though they had no idea what caused the clots.  Finally a few weeks later Jesse had the surgery.  The initial indication was that this would work, this would take care of the Cushings.  But a couple of days later we got word that Jesse was bleeding internally.  They couldn’t tell where he was bleeding from; it seemed like he was bleeding from a number of places.  They gave him ten pints of blood, and then more.  They were afraid to do any more surgery to try to find the bleeding because frankly they didn’t think he would survive being opened up again. 

Frankly, it seemed pretty hopeless; the reports we kept getting from the doctors sounded pretty hopeless.  But we knew it wasn’t hopeless.  We knew we had a reason to hope.  We knew that because there is a God, all things are possible.  We knew that God had healed a woman who had a problem very much like this, a woman who had been to doctor after doctor and who only got worse, a woman who had spent all she had and only got worse, a woman who just kept bleeding.  So the family prayed, and we prayed with great hope that God would do again what he had done before, that God would do what seemed impossible.  And he did.  So why was Jesse bleeding, bleeding to the point that the doctors feared he would not survive?  The doctors don’t know and we don’t know.  Why did he stop bleeding?  Well, the doctors don’t know, but we would be glad to tell them.  Because God exists, all things are possible.
Now let’s be very honest about something.  The Bible doesn’t promise that God is going to heal every one every time.  And the reality is that even those people God does heal are someday going to die.  The Gospels record about 30 different specific people that Jesus healed, including the woman who kept bleeding, but sooner or later every one of them died.  Sooner or later, the people we love dearly will die.  Sooner or later, we’ll die.  
But here’s the thing – because God exists, not even death can extinguish our hope.  Paul wrote this: “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men who have no hope.  We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.” (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14)  

I don’t cry very often.  One of the last times I cried was two years ago.  We had to put our two Golden Retrievers down; both of them had cancer.  Later I was reflecting on why that was so painful, on why that was so hard, and it occurred to me that my grief was the grief of someone who had no hope.  I wanted so much to be able to talk with my dogs and to explain what was going on.  I wanted to be able to tell them that everything would be OK, that they would be going to a better place.  I know it’s said that all dogs go to heaven, but as much as I loved Abby I was pretty sure that she was an exception to that rule.  Frankly my emotions weren’t all that logical, but my grief was quite real and my feeling of hopelessness quite vivid.

And I remember thinking, “I don’t ever want to feel like this again. I don’t ever want to grieve like a man who has no hope.”  And because of Jesus, I won’t have to.  Because Jesus rose in history, I have reason to hope that death is not the end.  My life is full of hope because I believe in God, and with God all things are possible.  With God, forgiveness is possible.  With God, healing is possible.  With God, recovery is possible.  With God, reconciliation is possible.  With God, resurrection is possible.  With God, everything is possible.  And because it is, I always have reason to hope, no matter how dark the night, no matter how deep the hole, on matter how desperate the circumstances.  

Because God Rewards, Everything Is Meaningful
And here’s the second reason my life is full of hope.  First, because God exists, everything is possible.  Second, because God rewards, everything is meaningful.  
Let me read you Hebrews 11:6 again: “And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” I’ve always thought it interesting that God says we need to believe these two things about him.  The first one makes perfect sense – of course we need to believe that God exists.  But why this second part?  Why not say, “You must believe God exists and that God is holy,” or “You must believe God is just” or “You must believe God is all-powerful.”  But instead God says that it’s important for us to believe these two truths – first that he exists, and second that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.
Here’s what that tells me; here’s why this gives me so much hope.  As I think about what makes me feel hopeless, what sends me into a hope deficit, it’s usually when I feel like what I’m doing doesn’t matter.  Do you ever feel like that?  Do you ever have this sense that in the ultimate scheme of things, what you do doesn’t matter?  I was watching a movie called “58: The Film.”  The film shows us what poverty looks like and the difference we can make to alleviate poverty.  One story in particular grabbed my heart.  Sanjiv is the father of five; he and his wife live near Bangalore, India.  In order for his oldest daughter to get married, he had to pay a dowry that is required under their culture.  He didn’t have any money to pay her dowry, so he took out a loan of $700.  To pay off the debt he and his wife and his four young children work in a rock quarry, doing their best with the most rudimentary tools to chip usable pieces of rock out of the ground.  But the interest charged on their debt is so high that all they are able to do year after year is to pay for the interest on the loan.  Sanjiv has no hope of ever paying off the debt.  And the image that stuck with me is the footage of Sanjiv’s four year old son doing his best to dig in the quarry, but barely able to lift the tools.  At one point his little face looks up into the camera as he tries to make sense of what his life is all about, and the reality is that it makes little sense at all.
And as I reflected on the plight of that little boy and the plight of his family, who will spend their lives at this menial task trying to pay a debt they can never pay, that sometimes we all feel a little like that.  Sometimes we all feel like what we’re doing really doesn’t have much meaning, much value, much significance.  I know this isn’t the most cheery thought, but think of it this way – 150 years from now, will what you did today, what you thought today, what you said today matter at all?
And the answer is, “Yes it will.”  Because God rewards, what you do today will matter for all of eternity.  It will matter to God.  The truth is that God is paying attention to us.  He’s paying attention to what we say and what we do.  He’s paying attention to our intentions, to our motives, to what’s in our hearts.  And he has promised to reward those who earnestly seek him, to reward us for our genuine efforts to please him.  And what that tells me is that everything I do is meaningful.  I may do nothing tomorrow to increase the nations’ Gross National Product.  I might not discover anything or invent anything or say anything that anyone thinks is worth remembering.  I most certainly will not be winning an Oscar for Best Actor nor a Grammy for Best Male Vocalist.  But God will be paying attention to everything I do and say tomorrow, to everything in my heart, and he has promised to reward me for everything I do in his honor.  
And so I live with great hope that my life is meaningful and significant.  And so is yours. It may be that no one will ever write a book about your life, that no one will keep a record of the things you said or the places you traveled or the jobs you held.  But listen to what the Apostle John writes as he gives us a glimpse of the end of days: “Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it … And I saw the dead great and small standing before the throne, and books were opened … The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books.” (Revelation 20:11-12)  It turns out someone is writing a book about your life.  God thinks your life matters so much that he’s writing it all down.  And for we who are his followers, the purpose of writing it all down is not to punish, but to reward.  Because God rewards, everything is meaningful.
We who follow Jesus have every reason to be full of hope.  “Romeo take me somewhere we can be alone; I’ll be waiting, all there’s left to do is run; you’ll be the prince and I’ll be the princess; it’s a love story, baby just say yes.” Yes, it is a love story, this life we live.  We are loved by our Lord, who died to forgive our sin and who rose to give us life.  And when we come to him to ask if he will rescue us from our impossible situation, when we ask if he will be our prince, when we ask if he promises to always love us and care for us, his answer will always be just the one we’re hoping for – Yes!  And if you’ve never done it before, why not take this moment to say “yes” to him.
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