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I. Set up 
A. Viktor Frankl, writing from the madness of the Holocaust, reminded us that we 
don’t get to choose our difficulties, but we do have the freedom to select our responses. 
That feels like something to think well about as we wander deeper into the current crisis.  
B. Today Mike is going to suggest a response – hope. But he’s going to argue that 
we need to understand exactly what the Bible means when it uses that word, because it is 
different from what a lot of people think it means.  
C. Hope is a word that shows up often in the Bible. Mike will cite a half dozen 
passages, but spend the most time in Habakkuk, which is a small Old Testament book 
written by an Old Testament Prophet who modeled the kind of hope we are invited to 
embrace.  Let me read you a brief passage that reflects his hope in a dark moment.  

1. Though the fig tree does not bud 
    and there are no grapes on the vines, 
though the olive crop fails 
    and the fields produce no food, 
though there are no sheep in the pen 
    and no cattle in the stalls, 
18 yet I will rejoice in the Lord, 
    I will be joyful in God my Savior. 
2. 19 The Sovereign Lord is my strength; 
    he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 
    he enables me to tread on the heights. 

D.  
II. Introduction 

A. Good morning. Great to have you join us today as we move forward into and 
through the global challenge confronting us. 
B. This is a moment of significant difficulty.  

1. As you likely know, the number of people infected by the coronavirus is 
growing rapidly. 
2. The economy is limping along. 
3. Normal life is on hold 
4. This is a moment of significant difficulty  

C. This is also a moment of significant opportunity.  
1. Many of you are stepping up. It’s fun to see things like the work going on 
in Highwood or those working to launch Christ Church Vernon Hills. 
2. We are especially grateful to those of you serving in the medical field – 
doctors, nurses, technicians providing critical front line care. And doing so in 
harms way,  
3. This is a moment of significant opportunity – to serve 

D. And this is also a moment of significant opportunity to reflect. 
1. The fact is, things like COVID19 do not change as much as we think.  The 
mortality rate has not gone up in recent weeks – it has always been 100 percent. 
2. But things like a global pandemic make some things clear – and there is 
opportunity there 
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E. And it has all come our way quickly. A month ago, I had not heard of the 
Coronavirus, Wuhu, China or Anthony Fauci. I did not track CDC reports, know what 
was meant by the term “social distancing,” Hadid not have any idea how much toilet 
paper we had in the house nor have much experience with Zoom.  
F. A month ago, I thought things were less fragile than they have turned out to be. 
G. In the book Futureview, which I wrote a few years ago, I listed pandemics as one 
of the five “Monsters Under the Bed” that could change everything.  I cited people who 
said some virus could get lose and kill as many as 2 million people before we could stop 
it. I wrote about it, but I didn’t expect one.  
H. A lot has changed in the last month.  
I. At some point I started a COVID-19 folder in Outlook. A while later I subdivided 
into: articles, projections, crisis task force and conference calls. A few of those files have 
subdivided again. 
J. And I know I am not alone in any of this.  
K. Most of us now know more about: Hydro Chloroquine, the second wave of the 
Spanish Flu pandemic of 1918, and even have some idea what people mean when they 
talk about the R naught transmission rate of a virus 
L. We are also aware that our leaders face quite a daunting challenge trying to 
balance the social isolation needed to limit the spread of COVID-19 with the social 
interaction needed to sustain an economy.  
M. It’s been a rough few weeks. We are locked down. We are limiting ourselves in a 
hundred ways. As one person said, “I wasn’t planning on giving up quite this much for 
Lent.” 

III. Today, I want to talk about hope. And I do so as a Christ-follower and as a pastor, which 
means: 

A. I do not believe COVID-19 changes as much as many people think. As I already 
noted, the mortality rate was 100 percent before the Coronavirus. And it is 100 percent 
now. All that has happened is that some people who had managed to ignore the fact that 
they will die are a bit more aware of their own mortality. Which is a good thing. 
B. I want to remind you that nothing that is happening has surprised God.  Psalm 
97:1 announces that “the Lord reigns.” He is sovereign over all. There are theological  
debates over what He is doing and why. Over whether he allows things like pandemics to 
take place, over what place our prayers have in stopping it.  But the Bible is clear, he has 
things under control.  
C. There are lots of discussions to be had. Today I want to cite the point Victor 
Frankl said – and what Anson cited just a moment ago: that while we do not get to select 
our difficulties, we do get to choose our response. And today I want to argue that your 
response should be shaped by hope. 
D. I want to focus on hope because the Bible calls us to hope.  
E. I want to focus on hope because biblical hope chases away fear. And tthere is a lot 
of fear out there.   
F. I want to talk about hope because hope energizes us and gives us strength to 
endure, while despair sucks life and energy out of us. People without hope become 
defeated, broken, and unable to cope. But those with hope have energy. 
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G. I want to talk about hope because hope is contagious.  More to the point, the 
people who have hope are contagious. I am not talking about contagious with the Corona 
virus. I am talking about the fact that we all have something. Everyone of us is spreading 
something around. Hope and fear are particularly contagious. The question is not whether 
or not we are carrying something. The question is, is what we have worth catching.  
H. And finally, I want to talk about hope because many people do not understand it.  
At least, they do not understand what is meant by the way the Bible uses the word hope.   

IV. And the Bible has a lot to say about Hope 
A. Psalm 39:7 talks about the fact that God gives us reason for hope. “O Lord, for 
what do I wait? My hope is in you.” 
B. 1 Peter 3:15 calls on those who are right with God to be ready to “offer an 
explanation for the hope that is in us.” 
C. In Romans 15, Paul talks about the way the message of the Bible gives us reason 
to hope, and then – as he starts to wrap up the letter – this summary of Christian doctrine 
– he says: “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.” 
D. And there are hundreds more.  

1. I Thess. – a book written to people who are being pushed down by some 
big trials and challenges but are soldiering forward – opens: We thank God for all 
of you and pray for you constantly: for your faithful work, loving deeds and 
enduring hope.  
2. In I Corinthians 13 – a passage read at so many weddings that you might 
think Paul was writing to his fiancé (he wasn’t), hope is identified as one of the 
three great theological virtues, right alongside faith and love.  

V. And there is also Habakkuk – who models hope. 
A. Habakkuk was a prophet.  Which was not a fun job to have. There were three 
offices in the Old Testament: priests (represent people to God), kings (help provide civil 
oversight) and prophets (who speak for God to the people).   

1. During normal times, priests and Kings have things under control. 
Prophets tends to only get called on when things are bad and they have to deliver 
a lot of unpleasant messages.  

B. Habakkuk was a prophet who lived in Judah around 600 BC - during a time when 
everything was going wrong for the Jews.  

1. Ten of the twelves tribes that made up Israel had already been carried 
away into exile.   
2. The two that were left were suffering under a series of bad kings.  
3. Drought had devastated the land, so their farms produced little to eat and 
as a result their cattle had all either starved or been stolen. 

C. The book Habakkuk writes reads like the Hebrew version of a bad country song: 
My wife left me, I lost my job, my truck broke down, and my dog died. 
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D. What’s more, as a prophet, he knew that more bad things were on the way. 
Invasion, deprivation, and death were on the nation’s horizon. That was the message God 
had called on him to announce. So it’s understandable, then, that he says - Habakkuk 
3:16: “My body trembles; my lips quiver; rottenness enters into my bones; my legs 
tremble beneath me.”  
E. Some of you are feeling a bit of that at the moment. You are worried about getting 
sick, you are worried about the economy, you have lost your job – or you are struggling 
with a bunch of things that were barely manageable before all of this. You can relate to 
Habakkuk. You could sing that country song.  
F. So I want you to know that Habakkuk writes about hope. He looks at his situation 
and trembles. But he doesn’t stay there. He looks ahead and claims the promises God has 
made. The signature passage in Habakkuk is: The Lord, is my strength; he makes my feet 
like the deer’s; he makes me tread on my high places.”1 

1. I am fast and high – which is code for a position of security. 
G. Habakkuk is a prophet of hope. He didn’t let the darkness crush him; he didn’t 
wave it off with vain platitudes and slogans. He didn’t simply say, “there will be better 
days ahead.” He looked destruction straight in the eye and still had the strength to say, “I 
take joy” because he had hope. 

VI. So what is hope? It sounds like we could use a bit of that. Well, let me define it by telling 
you what it is not. By profiling some things that hope gets confused with.  

A. First, there is the Cluelessness. There are people who are happy, but they are 
happy because they do not realize what is going on. Think Dory – the little blue tang fish 
in Finding Nemo. She was cheerful, but that is mostly because she didn’t understand 
what was going on. 

1. This is a wonderful way to live if your three years old. We want children 
to be happy and clueless. We want them to be shielded from the scary parts of the 
adult world. But when clueless is used to describe a thirty year old – or a fifty 
year old – then something is wrong.  
2. Perhaps you know someone who is happy but clueless. I’m not suggesting 
the way forward is to ignore the parts of life you do not like.  

B. Second, there is the Optimist 
1. Some people are full of hope because they seem naturally wired for hope. 
They have some gift for always only seeing the glass half full. This is the crowd 
that can be hard to be around, because they say things like: 

a) It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the fight in 
the dog.  
b) We can do this. We’re only down by 56 points and we have the 
entire second half to catch up.  
c) When life gives you lemons, make lemonade  

2. Now, joking aside, I like optimists – not at six in the morning – but it’s 
more fun to be around those who think they can than those who think they cannot. 
Especially since, in my experience, both those who say they can and those who 
say they cannot are generally right.   
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3. Look, I want a leader who brings some optimistic confidence to the 
situation. Optimism is better than pessimism. 
4. But optimism is not hope. They are not even really related. Optimism 
involves looking at circumstances and seeing a way things can still work out for 
the best. Hope isn’t tied to circumstances.  

C. Which sets up the third type of person I am also not talking about: The Resilient 
Conqueror  

1. Some people have a positive view of the future because of what I’ll call 
gritty optimism – or tenacity. Today we sometimes use the term resilience.  These 
are people who believe things are going to work out because they will keep 
fighting until it does. They have a number of things in common with the optimist, 
but if you were asked to describe them you would not talk about how happy they 
are.  You would talk about how fierce and driven they were.  Think James 
Stockdale. 
2. Since Jim Collins wrote Good to Great, many have talked about the 
Stockdale Paradox, named after James Stockdale, the former vice-presidential 
candidate, naval officer and Vietnam prisoner of war. 
3. As you may know, Stockdale was held as a POW in North Korea for 7 
years, and during that time, he was repeatedly tortured and he suffered horribly. 
He had no reason to believe he'd make it out alive. But he survived – and 
attributed his staying power to his decision to balance the harshness of his 
situation with a healthy dose of optimism. He argued that we must never confuse 
the faith that you will prevail in the end — which you can never afford to lose — 
with the discipline to confront the most brutal facts of your current reality, 
whatever they might be." 
4. The simplest explanation of the Stockdale paradox is: hope for the best, 
but prepare for the worst. It’s optimism tempered with realism.  
5. But it’s not just optimism. In fact, when Collins interviewed Stockdale and 
asked him: "Who didn't make it out?" He was talking about the Hanoi Hilton – the 
POW camp where Stockdale was held.  

a) He said, "Oh, that's easy. The optimists." 
b) "The optimists? I don't understand,"  
c) “Oh,” said Stockdale. “they were the ones who said, 'We're going 
to be out by Christmas.' And Christmas would come, and Christmas would 
go. Then they'd say, 'We're going to be out by Easter.' And Easter would 
come, and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, and then it would be 
Christmas again. And they died of a broken heart." 

6. I’m a fan of Jim Collins.  I wish I was as smart as he is.  And I am also a 
fan of Stockdale.  I want that blend of optimism and toughness. Who doesn’t? 
And having some grit right now wouldn’t hurt. But Gritty optimism is not Hope.  

VII. The call today is to hope. It is not a call to be clueless, to be an optimist or to be resilient.  
VIII. So, what is hope?  

A. Well, the word refers to the anticipation that something good might happen. That 
the future can be better than the present. When the Bible uses the term – which is does 
hundreds of times – it means just that, but just a bit more. 
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B. When the Bible talks about hope, which incorporates a couple different Hebrew 
words in the Old Testament - Yakhal and Quvan and elpis in the new – it is talking about 
an anticipation that things can get better in the future, but it changes it in a two ways:   

1. It does not say “can” it says “will.”  There is confidence that things will 
get better. 
2. And, it grounds this confidence in the character and promises of God – not 
in circumstances.  
3. Indeed, sometimes – such as with Habakkuk – there is confidence in what 
God promises in spite of the circumstances, not because of them.  

C. If someone says we are going to beat back the Coronavirus in the next few weeks,  
we cannot immediately be sure if they are being naïve (they have no idea what we ar up 
against) or optimistic (the glass is always half full), or tenacious (I will not sleep until we 
get a vaccine).   
D. In order to have biblical hope – a grounded calmness, a settled heart – they have 
to have that because they are focused on the character of God. They have looked back at 
who He is and so now they can look ahead with confidence that whatever happens, God 
is in control. They have hope that come what may, God will use it for the best.  
E. The clueless person – Dory in Finding Nemo – confidently – but cluelessly – 
believes that we will find a cure for COVID19 and that everything will be OK.  It always 
is.  
F. The optimistic person might look at the data – read the CDC reports, follow Johns 
Hopkins updates and briefings on the efficacy of hydro chloroquine – and say, we’re 
going to beat this.  The curve is about to flatten. We are going to be fine. 
G. The Resilient James Stockdale person says, no flu is taking me down, and this is 
America. Just watch and see what happens when we get moving.  
H. The hope that we are called to isn’t like any of that. It’s not based on what Fauci  
says or the latest update from the WHO. It is grounded in the faithfulness of God. It 
comes out of looking back at who He is and what He has done, and then looking forward 
and saying, I do not know what is going to happen, but I know God and I know that He is 
in control. And because of that, I can trust.  

IX. Now you may say, this is pie-in-the-sky dreaming.  You are being clueless.  
A. No, and that is because there is another truth that shapes a Christ-follower. And 
that is the understanding that I have no long-term problems.  

1. I do not have to fear death because I follow a risen Lord. He defeated 
death and came back to life. He has promised me a life after death. He has 
promised me that what is coming is better than this life.  
2. I get to leave this land of the dying and go to the land of living. To a place 
where God is – and where nothing is broken or corrupted. Not even me.  

B. Men and women, when you get that, then fear goes away.  
1. When we get what biblical hope is – how it is grounded in a view of 
eternity.  When you understand the promises of God, when you understand that – 
as Paul said in Phil. 1:21, “to live is Christ and to die is gain,” then fear goes 
away.  
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C. I am not saying the days ahead will be easy. I do not know. I track the reports like 
everyone else and call a few friends in the thick of the fight and ask what they are seeing. 
Some days I think, “We are going to avoid the worst. This is going to turn soon.” And 
other days I think, “Wow, this is going to go on a lot longer than any of us are prepared 
for.” 
D. I am generally an optimistic person, with some tenacity in me. So I tend to be 
optimistic. But that is not what helps us move forward with peace and joy even in a 
pandemic. I believe in eternal life. I believe Jesus is the Son of God who came to rescue 
us. Who’s death changed everything. He  
E. And that is when you can be contagious with hope.  You are contagious – is what 
you have worth catching? 

X. Let me wrap this up by talking to two groups right now – both without hope.  
XI. If you have hope – a confidence in God that there is no bad ending for you. 

A. Like my Dad when he was diagnosed with cancer and initially given six weeks to 
live. There is no bad ending for me.  

1. If I live on, that is a win.  
2. If I die, I go to heaven with Christ – and that is a win.  

B. If you are in that camp, great. Share the hope. Look for ways to love and serve 
others and to share the hope that is within you. It’s game time. It’s time to infect people 
with the peace that comes from Christ. 
C. The goal is not to protect yourself, the goal is to live in light of eternity. To lean 
into the promises of God and the example of Christ. To care for others and to share the 
hope you have with others.  
D. Now is a Kairos moment. Reach out to others.  Call them up, check in on them.  
Offer to pray for them. See if they want to join an online Bible study, or send them a link 
to our Easter service, or go to our web site and sign up to help with food distribution or in 
North Chicago.   
E. It’s game time.  
F. If you know that Christ is your savior and you have a strong sense of well being, 
great. I am not talking to you. 

XII. I want to talk to two other groups right now. First, those who know Christ but are 
struggling with fear.  

A. I want to talk to those of you who have embraced him. You have accepted him.  
You came to a point in your life where you realized: 

1. I believe there is a God but I cannot live up to His standards. I can’t even 
consistently be as good as I am trying to be. I am broken. I need help.  
2. And you also decided that Jesus was the way forward. 
3. I am talking to those of you who have made a decision to follow Christ, 
but are fearful all the same. I am not talking about frustrated by all of this, hurt by 
losing a job – of course this is hard and there is a lot you do not like. I am not 
talking about being sad by the way COVID 19 is wreaking havoc – of course you 
should be sad. Something is wrong with your heart if you are not sad. Last week I 
talked about our need to Lament, rest, rejoice and serve. And I started with 
lament.  
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4. The people I am talking to now are those who are fearful.  
B. Something is not right. And COVID19 is a doing you a favor by helping you see 
this.  

1. You can be – should be – characterized by hope. By a hope that rises 
above your circumstances. If that is not true,  

a) It may be that you need more time in Bible study. You may not 
understand who God is or what His plans are. You may have mistakenly 
thought that God’s goal is your comfort – not your character. But he loves 
you too much to let you stay in that spot. His plans for you – for his world 
– are a lot bigger than that. 
b) You may have thought you had some sort of deal with God. If you 
go to church, you will get promotions and good parking - and you will not 
get sick. But they are worried that maybe the deal will not hold. That 
maybe they haven’t been good enough. 

2. If this is you, you need some sort of next step. Let me encourage you to 
sign up for Spiritual Check in - a chance to have a confidential talk with someone 
for an hour about your life and your walk with God. We normally do these face-
to-face. Right now we can do them via Zoom. 
3. Or sign up to get into a small group – which we normally do face-to-face, 
but right now are doing via Zoom. 
4. There are ways forward. If you know Christ but are really fearful about 
what is going on, something is not right. Take a next step.  

XIII. The second group I want to talk about are those who do not know Christ.  
A. This is your understanding of things. By your understanding, you are not right 
with God. You need to know that God loves you. He has made a way forward for you. It 
is more amazing than you can understand, but it starts when you surrender your life to 
Christ 

1. This isn’t a call to become a perfect person or a religious person. This is a 
call to become a Christ-follower. 
2. The Bible says that those who receive him he gives the right to become his 
children – to be forgiven of their sins, reconciled with God and granted eternal 
life.  
3. Why not settle this now. For a Christ-follower yielded to him, death loses 
it’s sting. 
4. I am going to close our service by offering you a chance to place your life 
in God’s hands.  

B. If this seems too good to be true. A bridge too far. You just can’t believe this is all 
real and true, sign up for our skeptics Bible study. It’s a chance to ask your questions and 
raise your objections and to take a more thoughtful look at God and his offer to you. 
C. But if you are ready to take the next step – if you want to move past fear over 
death. Have assurance that you are right with God, let me invite you to pray this prayer 
right now: 
D.  
E.  
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XIV. As we end, let me encourage you to take a next step. And let us help. 
A. If you know Christ and are settled in your faith, but looking for a chance to serve, 
click that box.  
B. If you know Christ but find yourself struggling with fear – and you want to talk 
with someone or pray with someone, sign up for a confidential spiritual check in. 
C. If you want to be invited to join a skeptics study – which works its way through a 
book I wrote – sign up for that.  
D. And if you made a decision for Christ today, let us know that so we can help you 
take some next steps. 

XV. These are challenging times – and there is downside here. But this may also be your wake 
up call.  Let us help.  

 
 

1 Habakkuk 3:16-19 
 


