12/9/2001
The Hope of Christmas



1. Motivate

What are some issues in the news which are examples of situations where hope is needed?

· servicemen overseas

· threats of terrorism

· worries about travel

· the economy

· people losing jobs

What are some temporal things individuals place their hope in today?

· financial independence

· technology

· material things

· don’t worry, be happy 

· entertainment (movies, TV, etc.)

· chocolate

· sports

· hobbies

· political leadership

2. Transition

Some people struggle with feelings of hopelessness more during holiday seasons than at other times … why would that be so?

· financial stress

· memories of lost loved ones

· loneliness

· hectic pace

( The message of Christmas 

· encourages believers who experience seasonal feelings of hopelessness

· offers true hope to people who do not have the hope of salvation

( Today we focus on ways believers can demonstrate the hope of Christmas

3. Bible Study

3.1 Build Up Others

Listen for how believers can offer hope to others.

Romans 15:1-4 We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves.  [2] Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.  [3] For even Christ did not please himself but, as it is written: "The insults of those who insult you have fallen on me."  [4] For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  

What are words and phrases that might describe “strong” and “weak” believers.  Also, what was the responsibility of the strong believers?

	Strong
	Weak

	· free from burden of Jewish regulations

· bear with failings of weak 
(more than just tolerate them)

· do not please yourselves, 

· do not flaunt your freedom

· build others up

· be understanding and encouraging
	· demanded keeping of Jewish regulations to be a Christian

· focused on narrower interpretation of what was right

· seek to please only yourself

· not so concerned about others




Note they were not dealing with moral issues

· rather they were dealing with practices and observances 

· these things were neither right nor wrong in themselves

· “strong” believers saw no need for these

· “weak” believers felt they were important

Paul is pointing out here that NO ONE had been freed from the obligation to love one another!

Who is the example of how the relationship should be between strong and weak believers?  How so?

· example of Christ

· Christ did not come to please Himself

· Christ lived and died for others

· Christ demonstrated love

· Christ put the needs of others ahead of His own desires

· Christ did this even when they did not deserve it ( God's mercy and grace!!

How do “endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures” produce hope in “strong” believers?

· assurance of Joy and Peace

· declaration of God's mercy and grace

· communicates Jesus’ love for us, his coming to earth to provide our redemption

For “weak” believers?

· pretty much the same thing .. God's love, mercy, joy, etc.

What are some ways believers might have opportunities to build up each other and offer hope  -- especially during the holiday season?

· expressions of appreciation

· affirming one another

· helping those less fortunate

· including those who are alone into your family

3.2 Glorify God

Listen for what a “spirit of unity” makes possible.

Romans 15:5-6 May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus,  [6] so that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

This is a prayer … For what did Paul pray?

· endurance

· encouragement

· spirit of unity

· unified glorifying of God

Which of these things is the result of spirit of unity?  ( glory to God

Consider the following scenarios – think of ways you could pray for these people.

Marie is the class “complainer.” Especially at Christmas time, she becomes a real discourager for some members.  She gripes about having to buy gifts for all her grandchildren and having to cook food for parties, all the while having to attend rehearsals for the church’s Christmas cantata.  Before long, some other members seem to pick up on her attitude and join in the complaining.  By then, everybody’s Christmas joy seems to be diminished.

How to Pray for Marie (and for ourselves when we experience similar temptations)?

· she realize the great Gift that God has given her

· she realize the Truth about which the music is written

· she learn to be thankful for having grandchildren

· she be stopped from spreading this negativism

· God would make her a blessing to others some how

Fred, a widower, moved into the area where his daughter and her family lived.  He made life miserable for his daughter and for his new Bible study/Sunday School class by being extremely negative about everything, especially during the Christmas season.  Family members and church members alike didn’t want to be around Fred.

How to Pray for Fred?

· God would make him aware of how much he has to be thankful for

· That he would discover the peace and joy and hope that God offers

· Maybe he is still bitter over the loss of his wife – pray for resolution of this issue

· Pray that someone will be able to befriend him, encourage him, exhort him

For both of these folks – and for us – what are some special opportunities Christians have for glorifying God during the Christmas season?

· celebrate the fact that God came to earth as a human baby

· since it is more or less a universal holiday, and people know about it and celebrate it in one way or an other, it is an opening to share the love of Jesus

· singing about Jesus coming

·  giving gifts in Jesus name

In what ways does a spirit of Christian unity among church members demonstrate the hope of Christmas?

· even people with diverse backgrounds and ideas can be unified – by the Power of God

· we realize that we all have the same need (salvation) and that Jesus has brought the resolution to that need

· God's power at work in our lives can work in lives of others also

3.3 Radiate Hope

Paul quotes Isaiah – listen for whom Isaiah identifies as the hope of the Gentiles, as well as of the Jews?

Romans 15:7-13 Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.  [8] For I tell you that Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God's truth, to confirm the promises made to the patriarchs  [9] so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy, as it is written:  "Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles;  I will sing hymns to your name."  [10] Again, it says,  "Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people."  [11] And again, "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and sing praises to him, all you peoples."  [12] And again, Isaiah says, "The Root of Jesse will spring up,         one who will arise to rule over the nations; the Gentiles will hope in him."  [13] May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

How do you feel when you know someone has gone to great lengths to keep a promise made to you?

· grateful

· you admire their perseverance

· you feel like you “owe” them, you are beholden or obliged

· you appreciate the effort and the fulfillment of the promise even more than you might have otherwise

What promise of God was referred to in this passage?

( God would bless all peoples through the Jewish nation

What did God go through to accomplish and fulfill this promise?

· began his work with Abraham, working through the nation of Israel

· bring His redemptive work to culmination through person of Jesus

· send His son to earth as a human

· sacrifice His son

· raise His Son from the dead

Paul is making the point that God intended for all men everywhere to experience the hope and joy that forgiveness of sins and eternal union with God provides!

How does God's keeping His covenant promises to the O.T. patriarchs give hope to people today?

· God was able to work through fragile and ornery men to accomplish His wonderful plan of salvation

· God is able to accomplish His purposes for me as an individual

· God is sufficient to fulfill needs of my family, my fellow church members

· God is at work even today, shaping and controlling the flow of history to bring to culmination His ultimate plans for the world, the universe

4. Conclusion – Application

4.1 Think about the closing phrase of the passage “so that you may overflow with hope”

· Ask God to make that possible in your life this Christmas season, no matter what your situation

· As God to have that hope overflow into the lives of others around you – people who need hope

4.2 Ask God to help you to find some ways (and carry them out) to bring hope to someone else’s life … such as

· Prepare a meal for a shut-in

· Adopt a needy family

· Give to the Lottie Moon Christmas Offering

· Give more than you receive

· Volunteer at a mission

· Share the true hope of Christmas with a lost person
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