
THE KING’S HAND
Hope-Full (Part 2)

The Power of Hope

Some years ago, Dr. Curt Richter, a psychobiologist at John’s Hopkins 
University, conducted an experiment that tested how long a laboratory rat 
could tread water. I know. Somebody actually FUNDS these kinds of studies? 
Anyway, Richter discovered that the average rat can keep himself afloat for 
somewhere between eight and fifteen minutes. At fifteen minutes, even the 
Michael Phelps of rats gave up and went under. But then, Professor Richter 
introduced a new element to the study. Just as a rat was sinking, he would 
reach in and scoop the poor animal out. He then dried him off and fed him, 
allowed him some time to recuperate, and then put the rodent back in. To 
Richter’s astonishment, the strongest rat could now stay above water for not 
just fifteen minutes, or even an hour, but for up to sixty hours! Don’t try this 
with pets at home!

So, what made the difference in endurance? The critical factor was HOPE. 
Professor Richter had introduced the possibility to these rats that somewhere 
out there beyond the lip of the swimming pool was an invisible hand that might 
just reach in and rescue them when they needed it most. And the HOPE of that 
intervention supplied them with the courage and strength to keep paddling on.

While the comparison isn’t entirely flattering, I’ve got this theory that our lives 
work a little bit like this too. With the turn of each new year, hope springs up 
that maybe we’ll get out of the pool in which we fear we’re sinking. Maybe we’ll 
finally overcome that vice or flaw in our nature that keeps dragging us down. 
Perhaps we’ll find a life preserver for that relationship that has been going 
under. Maybe our health or career or finances will start to rise. Perhaps the next 
administration will actually help us climb out of the Washington swamp or 
Jesus will come again and pull the faithful out of the swirl. For many of us, 
HOPE is that voice that keeps whispering: “Don’t give up. Keep treading a little 
bit longer. Things will get better. Your rescue is near.” 

HOPE is the impulse that moved a group of Persian astrologers to leave their 
home behind and cross a vast distance in pursuit of a star and the different 
kind of king and kingdom that star signified. HOPE is one of the most powerful, 
motivating, transforming forces in the Universe -- and you and I are meant to 
be FULL of it – no matter what confronts us in days ahead. As St. Paul urges: 
“Do not move from the hope held out in the gospel” (Col 1:23). That’s 
why, over the course of this month ahead, we’re going to delve more deeply 
into the particular kind of hope that fills the lives of those who truly understand 
and follow Jesus. To describe that, however, we first need to disentangle it. We 
need to separate out what the Bible means by HOPE from some of the confused 



or corrupted concepts that have been sold to many of us over the years. 

Hope is Not Irrational Optimism

To begin that process, I think of a story said to hail from the Korean War in the 
1950’s. Apparently, a group of American soldiers called Baker Company got 
completely cut off from the rest of their unit by the advance of enemy troops. 
For hours, the officers at command headquarters tried to radio the missing 
troops without a response. Finally, a very faint transmission was received. “Ah, 
this is Baker Company,” came the signal.  “What’s your status?” asked the radio 
operator at HQ.  “Well,” said the soldier out in the field, “the enemy is to the 
east of us… and the enemy is to the west of us.  As near as we can tell, they are 
also to the north of us… and to the south of us.”  And then, with a brief pause, 
the sergeant from Baker Company said with determination: “Good news, sir. 
There’s no way the enemy’s getting away from us now!”

You have to admire the optimism and zeal of that soldier, don’t you? Is that 
guy hopeful or what? But you have to face something else about his attitude: It 
was entirely irrational. The battle didn’t end well for Baker Company that day. 
Christian HOPE is not irrational optimism. “The hope held out in the 
gospel” (as Paul says) isn’t the belief that we’re miraculously going to win every 
battle or side-step pain or suffering. On the contrary, when we side with Jesus, 
we may find ourselves an even bigger target of the enemy and drawn into even 
more difficult conflicts than had we not aligned our cause with Christ’s. Jesus 
was blunt about it: “In this world you will suffer. But be brave, for I 
have overcome the world” (John 16:33). Sometimes, from a worldly point 
of view, we’re going to lose the immediate struggle for the good. Christian 
hope is not irrational optimism about present circumstances, but a persevering 
trust that in the end God’s way wins.

Hope is Not Confidence in Evolutionary Progress

Secondly, Christian HOPE is not confidence in evolutionary progress. 
Have you ever heard somebody say: “Don’t worry. Things will get better”? Or 
“Relax. You can’t stop progress”? How about this one: “It’s OK. Time heals all 
wounds”? That’s another version of hope that competes against the genuinely 
Christian one. It’s this assumption that, left alone, things just naturally improve 
over time – they just spontaneously evolve toward the better. Given enough 
time, our educational processes and technological advances will usher in a 
utopian society. We’ll elect the right leaders and enact the right laws and the 
Great Society will be ours. How many times have we heard versions of that sort 
of Hope? Sometimes we even hear followers of Jesus speaking this way as if a 
Christian America could be established by law. 

In his magnificent book, SURPRISED BY HOPE, N.T. Wright reminds us that 
“The early Christians did not believe in [that sort of] progress. They did not 
think the world was getting better and better under its own steam—or even 



under the steady influence of God. They knew God had to do something fresh 
to put it to rights.” The early church believed that while God had created a very 
good world, sin and evil had penetrated it to such a depth that merely external 
remedies were utterly insufficient. It would be like trying to cure a cancer 
patient with cartons of Band-Aids. Until humanity’s core spiritual illness was 
addressed through confession and repentance and the work of God’s Holy 
Spirit… until the core condition of pride, fear, and selfishness we bring to all 
our relationships was transformed from within… our progress would be limited 
to longer and comfier and more distracted sinful lives and not the amazing life 
of love and flourishing for which God had made us. Christian hope is not 
confidence in evolutionary progress but in the transforming power of God on 
human lives.

Hope is Not Pie in the Sky When You Die

Which brings me to the last disentanglement of this concept I want to lay down 
today. We’ll talk a lot more about this in coming weeks, but let emphasize that 
Christian HOPE is not pie in the sky when you die. Somewhere along the 
course of history, the idea got laid into people’s minds that life on this earth 
was so dismal, or the effects of sin so bad, or the rewards waiting for us up 
beyond the clouds so juicy, that our greatest hope lies in escaping earth one 
day and living forever in heaven. How many of us have held that belief, I 
wonder. I won’t ask for a show of hands.

As we’ll unpack in weeks ahead, this idea couldn’t be further from what the 
early church actually believed and taught. Because they had met the risen 
Christ, they were not afraid to die. Thousands of them were willing to undergo 
martyrdom, because they were convinced there was a dimension to life beyond 
the merely material world. They certainly trusted that Jesus would take them 
after death to Paradise. But they did not believe that some disembodied heaven 
was their ultimate destination. As N.T. Wright puts it, their ultimate Hope was 
that “what the creator God has done in Jesus Christ, and supremely in his 
resurrection, is what he intends to do for the whole world.” 

If you read the last two chapters of the Bible, you’ll see that God’s final plan 
isn’t to have all his people escape this polluted planet. That’s the plot of a lot 
of sci-fi flicks but not the Bible. The biblical vision is that God is going to 
establish a new world on this Earth and that will be our final home. Christian 
hope is not for pie in the sky when we die, but for the banquet of a completely 
renewed Earth. That complete renewal is something only God can finally 
accomplish. But because we live in hope for that coming day, we are already 
starting to arrange our individual lives for it and working to try to arrange this 
world’s affairs so that when the final change comes it won’t have to be so 
dramatic. 

Come to the Table of Hope



I know this is a lot to take in so quickly. We’re going to unpack it all further 
over these next three weeks. As we come to the Table today, just hold onto 
this. You can live HOPE-FULLY because no matter how high the waters get or 
how tired you get from treading, there is an ultimate Rescuer who has his eye 
on you and all of us in this pool. That’s not irrational optimism. God showed 
his heart for us by coming to die in our place on the cross and raising Jesus 
from the dead to prove that he has the power to make everything new. God 
can transform your character and mine from the inside out and will do that with 
anyone who opens their life to him. Opening our lives to HIM is the greatest 
hope for human progress. And one day, this earth is going to be even better 
than our notions of heaven. God is going to make it a place of almost 
unrecognizable beauty and justice and peace and, in the meantime, he has 
invited you and me into the glorious adventure of starting to colonize that new 
kingdom. This is why I feel HOPE-FULL and why I am so glad to welcome YOU 
to come and be filled afresh at this Table with His grace. 
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