Liturgy:

Reading : Lam 3, 1- 33
Text       : Lam 3, 24
Ps.    66 : 1,2

Ps.    65 : 2

Ps.  142 : 4,5,6
Ps.    66 : 4,5,7

Hy.   53 : 1,2 

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning in the preaching, we will continue with the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, dealing with the letter ‘H’, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to hope’. The English dictionary gives the following description of the word hope. Hope is “a feeling of desire for something and confidence in the possibility of its fulfilment.” Hence, hope keeps many people going, even in adverse circumstances. It is not for nothing that there is saying, “Man lives by hope.” At the same time, however, it is also true, that many of the people around us often see their hope simply vanish into thin air, since what they hoped for was basically nothing else but just a pipedream.  

In the end, when hope vanishes repeatedly, it can start to colour one’s outlook on life. Questions arise, like what is the meaning of life? What is there really to live for? As a result, around us we see a lot of disillusioned people. I think this is what lies also behind the high suicide rate in today’s society. Even though living in an affluent society, nevertheless inwardly many people feel lost; well off from an economic point of view, and yet inside they often feel empty, as I heard it some months ago in an interview on the radio. A woman was telling that basically she had all what she could wish for, a nice husband with a good income, a couple of nice children, a luxury home, and you name it and yet – she said – inwardly I often feel so empty. Beloved, that’s what western society has come to, today: despite all the wealth and technological advancement, yet poor at bottom!
Man lives by hope – but what if despite all the affluence there is, life becomes increasingly insecure due to a high crime rate and perhaps another economic recession around the corner. Others struggle with serious illness or emotional upheavals, which make life hard to cope with on a daily basis. When looking at life like this, in the end what kind of real hope is there still to offer? Because of this many people live by the same slogan, as mentioned by the apostle Paul in 1 Cor. 15, 32, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die,” i.e., make the most of life now, before it is too late. 

That’s society, beloved. However, beloved, what would one see, when for a moment we turn the spotlight around, away from society to let it shine on life within the church? Would we then indeed see something completely different?  What I mean is, is it to see in our life, beloved, that we do have hope, hope also with a secure foundation. The apostle Peter in his first letter writes the following, 1 Peter 1, 3, “…” We read here, those who belong to Christ have been born anew to a living hope because of what happened at Easter. Indeed, beloved Easter widens the horizon. It is because of what happened on that first Easter morning that there is hope again, hope even in a life beset with death. Hope – even when at times from a human point of view things might look only dark and gloomy. In Christ, there is hope, hope also for this present society.
This message of true hope was impressed upon me in a very special way, just a few weeks ago by a wonderful power-point presentation.

The presentation pictured four candles softly talking to each other.

The first candle, the Candle of Peace, said, “The world is full of anger and fighting. Nobody can keep me lit.” Its flame went out.

The second candle, the Candle of Faith, said, “I am no longer indispensable. It does not make sense that I stay lit for another moment.” Its flame also went out.
The third candle, the Candle of Love, said, “People don’t understand my importance, so they simply put me aside. They even forgot to love those nearest to them.” Thus, also the light of this candle went out.
I think this picture of these three candles no longer burning, gives a fair description of the society we live in. Yet this was not the end of the presentation.
Next, a child entered the room, wondering why three of the candles were no longer burning. The fourth candle started speaking, saying, “Don’t be afraid. I am Hope. Whilst I am still burning, we can relight the other candles.” With shining eyes, the child took the Candle of Hope and relit the other candles.

In 1 Cor. 13 at the end of that wonderful chapter about Love, the apostle Paul writes, vs. 13, “And now abide faith, hope, and love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” Yet, beloved, at times it is hope that needs to rekindle the flame of faith and love. This is the hope, which finds its secure foundation in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is the only true hope, which gives strength to cope with life, to keep living by faith, and to extend love, no matter how dark at times life might become. Beloved, it’s the gospel of this living hope, which I may proclaim to you this morning. Hope, since – as it reads in Lam. 3, 24 – the LORD is my portion. Therefore, I hope in Him!
I have summarized the message of this morning’s sermon as follows,
TO FIND TRUE REST IN A BROKEN LIFE
GOD GIVES US THIS MESSAGE SAYING

“HOPE IN ME!”
In connection with this theme we will look at two questions
1) What does this involve from our side

2) What God promises from His side

I
The text chosen for this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr., is taken from the book called ‘Lamentations’. Traditionally this book of the Bible has been attributed to the prophet Jeremiah, with a reference to 2 Chr. 35, 25, where we read the following, “…” These words refer to songs of lament as we find them also in this particular book. The setting and scene of the five songs of lament, which make up the content of this book, also make it plausible to think of Jeremiah as author, since these songs call to mind the period after Jerusalem had fallen in the hands of the Babylonian King and vast majority of its citizens had been led away in exile.
The book Lamentations consists of five songs of lament, which all convey the struggle, which God’s people went through to come to terms with all this: the gravity of God’s wrath, even though it was just; just – in God punishing His people for their sins! Yet although just, beloved, this did not minimize the emotional struggle the people still went through, the agony and bewilderment as expressed in these five songs of lament. 

This is also the power of this book: lamentations, tears, anguish, with which we too can identify, when at times storms hit our life with gale forces. This is one of the reasons that among church members often there is also a great love for psalms, which contain the same tears and bewilderment of struggling children of God; psalms like Psalm 73, and in particular also of Psalm 42. For example, verse 3 of Psalm 42 “My tears have been my food day and night, while the continually say to me, ‘Where is your God?’” It is this anguish, beloved, which we find expressed also in the book called Lamentations. Tears are shed, also in the third chapter of this book. Yet amidst these tears, the author still clings to God. To make this clear, let us just go through the section we read this morning once more, but now in somewhat more detail.

In the verses 1 + 2 of this psalm the author writes, “…” When we continue reading this song, especially the first part, the author almost portrays the LORD as his adversary. He feels himself completely forsaken by the LORD to the extent, vs. 18, that as far as the LORD is concerned he no longer cherishes any hope, “…” This is quite a sombre conclusion, especially coming from the lips of a child of the LORD. The author struggles. He can’t understand why the LORD puts so much hardship on his path. He cries out his heart. Yet – and that’s the point - he does so before the LORD!  It is good to highlight this. After all, the author of this lament does not say, “Forget about the LORD. The LORD does nothing for me!” He cries out his heart yet not away from the LORD, but towards the LORD, even though it seems that heaven is shut, vs. 8”…” Yet, the author keeps clinging to the LORD.
In all this is a lesson for us, beloved. Sometimes it happens in the church that members get so frustrated, also faith wise, that they break with the church and walk away from God. Yet, that’s not a solution, so to speak. After all, does this make life any happier, when you walk away from the LORD? Does one receive more hope outside the church? We all know the answer.
Therefore, let us rather do what Scripture teaches. If for a moment I may use the words of Psalm 42 in the rhymed version, then Scripture says, 

“O, my soul, why are you grieving,

Why disquieted in me?

Hope yet in God, your faith retrieving:

He will still your refuge be.”

It is this hope, to which also the author of Lam. 3 clings. I point you to the verse 21, “…” And what does this author recall?  We read this in the vss. 22 + 23a, “…” Summarizing the author is saying here, even though life is hard at times reflecting upon the past I still have to acknowledge that the LORD was there, each day anew. Look at what the LORD still gives even amidst difficulties and hardship.
I like to note, beloved, that at times comments like these can come across as seemingly very cheap. Comments like, look at all the things you still have. By way of example, think of a couple struggling to come to terms with a recent miscarriage. Someone drops in to encourage them and says, “Look you still have three healthy children.” Do we really understand the tears of others, when we make comments like this? At times, we should perhaps be more careful, showing patience in willing to listen, being slow to speak. 
On the other hand, beloved, at times it indeed does happen that the hardships we suffer from narrow our outlook on life, so much so that we no longer see that the Lord is still there to carry us. We become sombre and bitter and forget to thank the LORD for each new day. Yet, when this happens, we do the Lord injustice. We may cry out our heart before the LORD, but let us not forget still to give thanks as well. I think here of that well-known text from Paul’s letter to the Philippians, Ch. 4, 6, “…” Note the words, “with thanksgiving…” LORD, help me never to forget this.
Beloved, a reflection of this we see in Lam. 3. It is a chapter full of bitters tears and lamentation. However, crying out his heart before the LORD, whereby at times it seems as if heaven is shut and everything seems to be only dark, all of sudden there is light, vs. 18, which is a turning point in this chapter. In this verse the author still complaints, “My strength and my hope have perished from the LORD.” One could say no change yet, where is the light in this verse.

However, it is as if by mentioning the name of the LORD all of a sudden a switch is turned. The LORD – but that’s He who has promised that His faithfulness will never fail. Remembering this gives the author new hope. After all, amidst all the difficulties and hardships the author had to cope with in life, nevertheless the Lord’s mercies were still new every morning, and this totally undeserved. 
It is for a reason that I added the aspect of being totally undeserving of this. After all, beloved, when life goes through a valley, and at times we too might wonder whether God still hears us – during such a period in life, when we shed tears of bitter lamentation, do we still also lament about the sins we do or during days like these has this become almost a forgotten chapter? If this would be the case, the result can easily be that we no longer see that God’s mercies are still there, despite the darkness by which our life is covered. 
What I mean is, also in the valley of life, we still need to take time to confess our sins. If we do this, we see how undeserving of God’s love we are and still God cares, each morning anew when the sun rises and the LORD is His grace gives us another day. 
It’s this aspect, which also the author of Lam. 3 calls to mind. When looking at the hardships of life he goes through, it seems there is little hope left. However, when in his anguish he hears himself mentioning the name of the LORD, all of sudden his mind takes a turn. Despite all the afflictions, which oppress him, nevertheless because of the mercies of the LORD my life has not ended yet. LORD, great is Thy faithfulness. This is indeed a turning point in this chapter. The author recalls, there is still hope, for the LORD is my portion!
There still is hope! Hope – not like the people in the world often speak about hope in words like, “Let us hope for the best” or something like that. They say this, but in the meantime have nothing to base this on. Yet with respect to the Christian hope, this is different. Our hope rests in God’s unwavering faithfulness. In this context, I like to note that in actual terms hoping in God does not mean to receive something from God, but instead, instead we put our hope in God, Him being the portion of our life. It means we know our life carried by God and the trustworthiness of all His promises, which are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’ in Christ Jesus our Lord. That’s how we started this series of sermons as the basis for all the other sermons: the A of Amen! It is because of this Amen spoken by God in Christ Jesus that God says to you and me this morning, “Hope in Me and you will never be put to shame.”
Concluding the first point of the sermon, Br. & Sr.,  in which we are dealing with the question what hoping in God involves from our side, I like to note that hoping in God is more than an just emotion or a feeling. Instead, – as I read it somewhere – it is a confidence that defines the lives of those, who through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead have been born anew to a living hope. Hence, the point is not so much how to define this hope, but more importantly we are to live this hope in our daily decisions, in our obedience to God in all that we do. In Heb. 11, 1 it reads, “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” It was this faith, which caused Abraham contrary to all human hope, to put his hope in God that he would become the father of many nations, fully convinced that what God had promised He was also able to fulfil. 
See, beloved, that’s what God asks also of us, when He says, “Hope in Me!” Live by faith, by faith in Jesus Christ who is secure foundation of this hope. Yes, our hope is a living hope in Christ our risen Saviour. He conquered death! Hence, there is hope again. Hope for everyone who in true faith turns to Christ.
For us the point is now to live this hope. This also means, beloved, we should not try to secure our life in a similar way as the world around us does it, putting our hope and trust in material things. So often we still do, for example in cases where church contributions are just a bare minimum and school membership can still wait until we receive children. As long as there are no children yet, it can wait, since there are other priorities to attend to. 
This morning, beloved, the Lord asks all of us: what has priority in your life? Does your life reflect that you put your hope in Me? Does the confidence of this hope indeed define your life in everything? This, beloved, is what God requires from us, what is involved from our side with respect to the call: to hope in God! It’s a lifestyle, which should determine all our actions. It’s living by faith, which is the evidence of things hoped for.

The saying is, “Man lives by hope.”  Beloved, as God’s children we truly may live by hope. The question for all of us this morning is: is this also to see in our life, each day anew, in all that we do, that we indeed truly put our hope in the LORD alone?

II
Having looked at what hoping in God requires from us, secondly, we will look at what the Lord promises. What is it that gives this author such a strong incentive to put his hope in the LORD? The answer we find in the first line of vs. 24, where the author says, “The LORD is my portion… therefore I hope in Him.”

The LORD is my portion – we meet this expression more often in Scripture, especially in the Book of Psalms. Let me just give a few examples of this:
Psalm 16, 5, “…”; Psalm 73, 26, “…”: and a last example: Psalm 142, 5, “…” What do the authors of these psalms mean when they speak about the LORD as their portion? To understand this we have to go back to Numbers 18. This chapter deals with the duties of the Priests and the Levites. In addition, this chapter also mentions how the LORD would provide these servants of His with livelihood. With respect to the Promised Land, it reads in vs. 20 of this chapter, “…” All tribes would receive a specifically allocated piece of land and by working on that piece of land each member of that tribe could provide for their own livelihood. Yet the tribe of Levi and the house of Aaron did not receive any portion. They so to speak lived directly from the hand of the LORD. In other words, the LORD was their portion. Well, beloved, that’s how this expression functions in the psalms we have quoted, as well as in other parts of Scripture like our text. 

The LORD is my portion – this means my life rests secure in the covenant relationship I have with the LORD. The LORD is my life, my strength, my joy, my blessing, my riches, my prosperity, my desire, my portion. Yes then – as the author of Psalm 73 says it – “My heart and flesh may fail, yet God is my strength, I shall prevail.” In Him I hope, and that hope will never be put to shame.

Br. & Sr., putting your hope in the LORD is never a risky affair. It’s not something like, “let us hope and see …” Hoping in God means building your life on God’s faithfulness. Well, a more secure anchorage in life one will never find.
The LORD is my portion – this is a confession of faith that sees the LORD as the Giver of all good, the Source of all our riches, and we are rich, even though we do not always feel it like that. For a moment, just consider the following: many people in the world have only the clothing they wear. When they flee as refugees, many can carry their belongings in their arms. Look at what the LORD has given us, and this not because we would deserve it and they not.

We at times my grumble about our health care system and the costs involved and no availability of services, yet the vast majority of humanity cannot see a doctor, let alone go to a modern hospital, have expensive tests and effective treatment for various ailments, which were fatal even in our nation perhaps no more than just a generation ago. Do we thank God for this and pray for those who have not? I mention these things, even though this is not what our text refers to in the first place. 

The LORD is my portion – this confession wants to make clear there is more to life than material blessings. Hence, there is hope always. There is hope, when we place our hope in God, whose love over life is new every morning. That’s God’s love in Christ, who died for us and in our place, so that we have life in Him. It’s because of God’s love in Christ that we have hope always, even when materially things fail. Hope even in the face of death. Hope in God, therefore, also involves thanking God for all these blessings, not just in words, but also in deeds. It’s daily living this confession, “The LORD is my portion.” 
We live in a society where more and more people have walked away from this sure hope, with all the consequences involved, as I mentioned them in the beginning of the sermon. Despite the abundance of wealth there often is, inwardly people struggle with feelings of emptiness. After all, in the end material wealth never satisfies: today it is there, but tomorrow it might be gone, and leaves man bewildered without hope, if this was all we lived for.

Beloved, let us in the place, where the LORD has set us, show to those who cross our path, that there is hope, true hope, hope even for Australia, when there is return to the LORD and His Word.

However, all this starts with us personally. Therefore, let us first examine ourselves, putting this question: where do I live for? Is my hope really in God? Beloved, can you say – together with the author of our text, who lived in the midst of destruction and despair – I still have hope, for God is there always! Hope, also when the LORD causes us to travel through deep valleys and when we face days hard to number. LORD, I struggle, as the author of Lam 3, struggle, when perhaps at times it may seem that prayers go unanswered, and yet, Lam 3, 21 – 24, “…”

This I will recall, says the author. Beloved, when in faith, looking back at our life, most likely all of us can testify to days, we thought we would never get through, and yet the Lord was there, in His providential care weaving together the tapestry of our life not only with light colours, but at times also with very dark colours. It is in particular these dark colours, which at times may make us wonder, “Why, O LORD?”  But then the LORD says, “Hope in Me!” 
Beloved, is this hope only, which gives true rest in life often so broken. This hope only gives true inward rest and as result it also gives one a totally different outlook on life with fewer worries; fewer worries about money, possessions, earthly wealth and so many other things, which at times people, also in the church, get so worked up about, as if their life depends on it. Instead of worrying about these things, let us hoping in God confess with the author of Psalm 142,

 “O LORD, my Saviour, unto Thee
Without a hope besides, I flee
Thou art my shelter from the strife,

My portion in the land of life.”                                                           

Beloved, that’s what hoping in God is all about. May the Lord help all of us not just to confess this, but above all to live this confession each day anew to God’s glory and our won comfort.
Amen. 
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