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“Hope does not disappoint” / Romans 5:1-8 / Genesis 18:1-15 (21:1-7)   

Before I read the Genesis passage, just a reminder as to what has transpired up to this point.  You 
will recall in chapter 12, God made his original covenant with Abraham.  In chapter 15, God 
promises offspring, but Abraham doesn’t believe it.  In chapter 16, being somewhat impatient, 
Abraham takes matters into his own hands, and Ishmael is born of Hagar.  In chapter 17, God 
promises another son to Abraham.  Now we have chapter 18, where the promise is actually made.    

Genesis 18:1-15: The LORD appeared to Abraham near the great trees of Mamre while he was 
sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day.  2 Abraham looked up and saw three men 
standing nearby. When he saw them, he hurried from the entrance of his tent to meet them and 
bowed low to the ground.  3 He said, "If I have found favor in your eyes, my lord, do not pass your 
servant by.  4 Let a little water be brought, and then you may all wash your feet and rest under this 
tree.  5 Let me get you something to eat, so you can be refreshed and then go on your way – now 
that you have come to your servant." "Very well," they answered, "do as you say."  6 So Abraham 
hurried into the tent to Sarah. "Quick," he said, "get three seahs of fine flour and knead it and bake 
some bread."  7 Then he ran to the herd and selected a choice, tender calf and gave it to a servant, 
who hurried to prepare it.  8 He then brought some curds and milk and the calf that had been 
prepared, and set these before them. While they ate, he stood near them under a tree.  9 "Where is 
your wife Sarah?" they asked him. "There, in the tent," he said.  10 Then the LORD said, "I will 
surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son." Now Sarah was 
listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him.  11 Abraham and Sarah were already old 
and well advanced in years, and Sarah was past the age of childbearing.  12 So Sarah laughed to 
herself as she thought, "After I am worn out and my master is old, will I now have this pleasure?"  
13 Then the LORD said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh and say, 'Will I really have a child, now 
that I am old?'  14 Is anything too hard for the LORD? I will return to you at the appointed time next 
year and Sarah will have a son." 15 Sarah was afraid, so she lied and said, "I did not laugh." But he 
said, "Yes, you did laugh."  

We will return to this well-known episode from Scripture, the promise of a son to Abraham and 
Sarah, but naturally, I want to move to the New Testament passage for now…   

Today we will begin our series on Romans – the lectionary for the summer.  Wanted to do a series, 
but discovered that we can proceed thru Romans.  You may think that sixteen weeks in Romans is a 
bit much, but maybe you’ve heard the story of the famous Swiss theologian Karl Barth, who 
preached twice per week from Romans, for 10 years! Except for August 24, we will spend 16 weeks 
in Romans (instead of over 500…)    

Like we did with the Genesis passage, let’s take a moment to see what Paul has covered – again, we 
could have spent months on these past few chapters.  At the beginning of Romans, Paul speaks of 
the need for justification (1:18-3:20).  Next, he deals with the way of justification (3:21-4:25).  
Now, beginning with chapter 5, our reading for today, the fruits of justification.    

Romans 5:1-8: Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; and we 
boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God.  3 And not only that, but we also boast in our 



Sermon full text 06/15/08 
Page 2 of 6 

sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance,  4 and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, 5 and hope does not disappoint us, because God's love has been poured 
into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.  6 For while we were still weak, at 
the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  7 Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person – 
though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die.  8 But God proves his love for 
us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.   

First of all, there is that pesky word, “THEREFORE.”  Paul has concluded his remarks on the way 
of justification, now he tells us the results of this justification.  He also, in the Greek, is stating a 
fact – notice he does not say, “If you are justified…” or “When you are justified.”  Because it is by 
faith that we are justified, it’s a done deal – because of the saving activity of Christ.    

Just what is this justification?  According the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 
justification is “the event or process by which [we are] made or declared to be righteous in the sight 
of God.”  In the Greek, and especially as used by Paul, these are legal metaphors signifying 
vindication or declaring to be righteous. In the Reformed Tradition, justification is an act of God, 
effected without our cooperation.  God does the work, not us!   

Justification is where we are declared to be righteous, compared to sanctification, where we are 
made righteous – many Reformed theologians state that justification comes first, and then we are 
sanctified, that is, we are made holy.  This word sanctification appears throughout the Bible, and we 
will touch on it in a few weeks. Paul is careful to emphasize that justification is an assured fact – 
before going on to show what is involved in it.    

There are several points that can be made from this passage (there are probably lots more, but we 
have six for this morning.)  It’s easy to see how Barth could have spent ten years preaching from 
this letter!  

Verse 1 – Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ   

First point – we have peace with God.  What about this thing called peace?  We strive all our lives 
for peace – international, relational, financial, career, ecumenical, psychological, family.  Yet a 
more fundamental issue in our lives should be our peace with God.    

What does it mean to have peace with God? One commentator wrote, “Peace with God is more than 
a pleasurable sensation of happiness.”  Peace is not simply a cessation of hostility – it is a new 
relationship with God himself.  And how do we have this peace? Through our Lord Jesus Christ  
Further, this is not something that is conferred upon us – God reconciles himself to us.    

Look at Colossians 1:20: …and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.  

The emphasis is on the already realized meaning of life in Christ.  This grace is not simply how God 
feels about us, it is something we possess.   
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Verse 2a – (We have peace through our Lord Jesus Christ) through whom we have obtained access 
to this grace in which we stand  

Second point – we are standing in grace.  How many here are familiar with the story of Esther?  
The story is from the Old Testament, when King Artexerses was the ruler.  The king gets upset with 
his wife, and he decides to have a beauty contest for a new one.  Esther wins, and she becomes 
queen.  The evil Prime Minister convinces the King to sign a decree to kill all the Jews.  Esther’s 
uncle finds out about it, and tells Esther to go to the King, her husband, and withdraw the edict!    

Turns out, no one is invited to the throne room without permission.  Look at Esther 4:11: "All the 
king's servants and the people of the king's provinces know that if any man or woman goes to the 
king inside the inner court without being called, there is but one law – all alike are to be put to 
death. Only if the king holds out the golden scepter to someone, may that person live. I myself have 
not been called to come in to the king for thirty days."  

My friends, this is not the way things are with Christ.  In and through Jesus, we have an 
introduction to the grace in which we stand.  The word used by Paul is the same as when we are 
ushered into the presence of royalty.  Jesus is the one who opens the door and introduces us.  Look 
at Hebrews 4:16: Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.  

Verse 2b – and we boast in our hope of sharing in the glory of God.    

Third point – we boast in our hope in the glory of God.  What kinds of hopes do we have? 
Retirement? Financial success?  Good spouses for our children?  Health and long life?  Good 
weather for this afternoon’s Father’s Day picnic? Finding a good installed pastor, soon enough?    

My friends, Christian hope is not uncertain.  And what about this word “boast?” Most other 
translations use the word rejoice instead of boast.  The New Living Translation says, we confidently 
and joyfully look forward to sharing God's glory. I recall two weeks ago when we began to look at 
the weather forecast for Sunday afternoon, when our son was to be married.  Saturday we had some 
rain, and it was hot – but Sunday was perfect – we were rejoicing in the hope that the forecasters 
would be correct!    

It’s one thing to have confidence in the Weather Channel – it’s another to boast, to rejoice in the 
hope of sharing in the glory of God!  Because of the activity of Christ, we stand in his presence, and 
we rejoice in the confidence of sharing in his glory  

Verses 3-5:  And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces 
endurance,  and endurance produces character, and character produces hope,  and hope does not 
disappoint us, because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has 
been given to us.    

Fourth point – we also boast, or rejoice, in our sufferings Yeah, right! How easy is it for us, when 
we are going through suffering to say, “Thank you God, for allowing me to experience this!” This 
brings us to a very important point, something we all struggle with.  It’s the issue of our tendency to 
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limit the activity of God.  We all proclaim God to be infinite, all knowing, all loving, eternal.  And 
yet when things don’t go our way, we usually get into a funk and complain to God, “why are you 
doing this to me?  Why can’t you help me?  Are you listening?  Can you hear my cries?  Where are 
you?”   

I won’t ask for a show of hands, but I am pretty sure that we all have done this at one time or 
another.  This is not what Scripture has to say to us.  Paul admonishes us to stand in the presence of 
God, because we have been given access to him, and rejoice in our sufferings!  Rejoicing is more 
than stoic fortitude – we are to rejoice in our sufferings!  

We must certainly be honest with ourselves, admit our shortcomings, our denial of the grace of 
God, and repent – suffering is the path to glory.  If suffering leads to glory in the end, it certainly 
leads to maturity meanwhile.  Suffering is all the more meaningful when it is immersed in the 
context of God’s love.  Speaking personally, I can say that my sufferings have matured me beyond 
my years – I have found that, over the years, every experience I have had, good and bad, has been 
added to my portfolio – I am a much better person and pastor because of all my experiences, not 
just the successes.   

Let’s continue: knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God's love has been poured 
into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.    

Fifth point – God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been 
given to us.  My friends, our thinking, our consideration, our idea of God is so small! I recall 
someone saying, don’t confuse your experience of God with the God you experience.  God is 
infinitely more than our experience of him.  Paul says this over and over, and we still don’t get it 
We do suffer – but because of our sufferings, we have endurance, and character, and hope.    

Where it says that hope does not disappoint, the Greek actually means that we are not to be ashamed 
of our hope.  How often have we been called naïve because of our hope?  How often have we 
looked at a situation from a pragmatic point of view, and declared someone else naïve? Hope 
produces character – the Greek word used here for character also describes metal when it is 
tempered with fire.  When we encounter a particular situation, do we despair, or do we hope?  
We are not ashamed of our hope – WHY?  Because God’s love has been poured into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.    

Verses 6-8: 6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly.  7 Indeed, 
rarely will anyone die for a righteous person – though perhaps for a good person someone might 
actually dare to die.  8 But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died 
for us.   

Last point – While we were still sinners, at just the right time, Christ died for us.  Why don’t we just 
spend the rest of our earthly lives on this point alone?    

While we were still weak: Some translations read “powerless” – this means that we are absolutely 
incapable of saving ourselves – it is not possible for us to atone for our guilt, or for us to throw off 
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our bondage to sin.  We will be visiting the topic of sin and our bondage to sin in the next few 
weeks.    

While we were still weak, at just the right time: The birth, life, death, and resurrection of Christ was 
not simply an act of history, or something that God suddenly needed to make happen because of 
unexpected events – “Omigosh, they still aren’t behaving!  What’ll we do now?”  Christ was, is, 
and always will be part of God’s plan – he was there at the beginning, he’s in heaven now, and he’s 
coming again!   

While we were still weak, at just the right time, Christ died for the ungodly: Wow – those are pretty 
strong words from Scripture, aren’t they? How does the apostle portray us? Is he politically correct, 
calling us nice, pious, religious, decent Presbyterians?  NO, he declares us to be sinners, ungodly, 
enemies, and powerless.  It’s one thing for me to call myself a sinner, but ungodly?  We just said 
that a few minutes ago, in our Confession.  “Father, we stand before you as weak, hopeless, 
sinners…”  But ungodly?  Wow – I never considered myself ungodly.  Yet is for us that God’s son 
died!  

Verse 7 – does the name Ross McGinnis ring a bell?  He is the most recent Medal of Honor 
recipient.  Private First Class Ross A. McGinnis – December 4, 2006 – put his body on a grenade, 
gave his life for the others in the vehicle.    

Verse 7: Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might 
possibly dare to die. Important – it was not for good folks that Christ died – it was for sinners!    

Last verse: But God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.   
The love of God is something that we neither deserve nor can earn.  Christ did for us what we 
would never do for another.  If his death declares a love that is more than human, we can only 
venture to affirm that this is a revelation of what God’s love is like.  This is the first step toward that 
identification of what we know of God and what we see in Christ   

So – let’s summarize: God’s Son died long ago – how interesting! God’s raised him from the dead, 
long ago – how nice! But what does that have to do with us, now, here? “Now that we have been set 
right with God through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (v. 25) and hence are at peace with 
God through that same Jesus Christ (v. 1), we may, in addition to having peace, have confidence in 
our hope for the future (v. 2).  The reason we have such hope is that it is grounded in God’s love  

Let’s take a short look at someone else for whom hope did not disappoint – these persons were not 
ashamed of their hope – in fact, they laughed about it!  Let’s take a few minutes and turn to the 
passage about Abraham and Sarah – a well-known account from Genesis, where God promises a 
son to this elderly, barren couple.  A son is promised to this couple, and although we do not have 
Abraham’s reaction, we have Sarah’s – she does exactly what I would do – she laughs!   

Verses 18:12-15: 12 Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, "After I am worn out and my master is 
old, will I now have this pleasure?"  13 Then the LORD said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh and 
say, 'Will I really have a child, now that I am old?'  14 Is anything too hard for the LORD? I will 



Sermon full text 06/15/08 
Page 6 of 6 

return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son."  15 Sarah was afraid, so 
she lied and said, "I did not laugh." But he said, "Yes, you did laugh."  

My friends, Paul has been pointing this out to us all morning – is anything too hard for the LORD?  
Why do we, like Sarah, keep our hope under a bushel, denying the power of God within us?  
Remember what Paul has to say to us – let us not be ashamed of our hope.  Hope does not 
disappoint.    

Of course, we all know how it turned out – just as the LORD had promised, Isaac was born to 
Abraham and Sarah – Genesis 21:1-7: Now the LORD was gracious to Sarah as he had said, and 
the LORD did for Sarah what he had promised.  2 Sarah became pregnant and bore a son to 
Abraham in his old age, at the very time God had promised him.  3 Abraham gave the name Isaac to 
the son Sarah bore him.  4 When his son Isaac was eight days old, Abraham circumcised him, as 
God commanded him.  5 Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him.  6 

Sarah said, "God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me."  
7 And she added, "Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have 
borne him a son in his old age."  

This is a wonderful passage, not just because of its sentimentality – look at what Sarah says at the 
birth of Isaac.  “God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with 
me.”    

Let us boast, let us rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God.  When we encounter suffering, 
let us rejoice in sufferings, because we know we will find endurance, character, and hope.  Like 
Sarah, let us laugh, let us not be ashamed in our hope, because hope does not disappoint.   


