As we continue our Advent journey, we see more and more that it is a season of many emotions that interplay with each other. The expectation of the coming of the Christ child keys various responses within us. We, being the Church, always want to lift up the positive parts of this process, but when we are honest, we know that there are negatives out there too. For example, Inside the Church, we still experience impatience for all the waiting we have to do (e.g., standing in line at the store). Also, repetition – “I’ve heard this thing before” – could be classified as one of those things.  Also, some folks experience seasonal depression in varying degrees for various reasons. The point is, as Christians, we are not exempt from the challenges that life hands us. 
Yet even with all that, Christians do have an advantage in dealing with life’s difficulties compared to the secular world, and that help is simply Jesus himself. Take your pick of the large list of troubles out there – mistrust, anger, fear, hatred, envy, greed, and so on – and we have a friend in Jesus to see us through the difficulties we are facing. So, again, we have our challenges like all people do, but we have a way to deal with them.
The particular question for us today is the key impetus behind Advent. Specifically, what is it that we obtain from it or what does it compel us to do? What is it about the season that gives us a fresh start, that brings joy to us and to those whom we meet?  One of the most important things, if not the most important, thing that Advent gives us is hope. Some of us would argue that a lack of hope may be the major part of the reason that our world seems so troubled right now. If so, how does a lack of hope develop? Consider this reflection by Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick, early 20th century Presbyterian pastor and theologian.   
On the slope of Long’s Peak in Colorado lies the ruin of a gigantic tree. Naturalists tell us that it stood for some four hundred years. It was a seedling when Columbus landed at San Salvador, and half grown when the pilgrims settled at Plymouth.
During the course of its long life it was struck by lightning fourteen times and the innumerable avalanches and storms of four centuries thundered past it. It survived them all. 
In the end, however, an army of beetles attacked the tree and leveled it to the ground. The insects ate their way through the bark and gradually destroyed the inner strength of the tree by their tiny but incessant attacks. A forest giant which age had not withered, nor lightning blasted, nor storms subdued, fell at last before beetles so small that a man could crush them between his forefinger and his thumb.
There is a parallel in this story which should serve as a warning to us. Most of us can survive times of crisis. We summon the strength of faith or resolve for most any battle that we face head on. Whether it is in our professional or personal lives, we often overcome great obstacles. It is the small things like jealousy, anger, resentment, pettiness and negativity that eat us from the inside, which often bring about our downfall. Unlike a giant tree, we can identify and fight those moral or ethical “beetles.” We must, however, be constantly on guard. Author: Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick (wrote words to “God of Grace and God of Glory”, 420 in PH)
We turn to our scripture from the book of Romans.
Romans 15:4-13 NIV
For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we might have hope. 5 May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ Jesus had, 6 so that with one mind and one voice you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Our scripture passage today was written by the apostle Paul, the early Church’s greatest evangelist and church planter. The book of Romans was his most theological work and many would say, the most important theological book ever written. In any case, theology is faith seeking understanding (Anselm). And for Paul in this context, he is seeking to make a connection between the OT scriptures and Jesus, whom he sees as the hope of the Gentiles.
Paul starts off by exalting Holy Scripture, which at this time included only the OT. This entire passage contains copious references to the OT, either via direct quotation or through a parallel passage. We start off by seeing a parallel to 2 Tim., which Paul also wrote: “But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work”. (2 Timothy 3:14-17 NIV). So Paul is saying that Holy Scripture, being inspired by God, gives us endurance, encouragement, and hope.
Then in verse 5, we see a phrase – “the same attitude of mind” – which recalls Philippians 2:4-8 (another of Paul’s letters): “[Not] looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. 5 In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; 7 rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death-- even death on a cross! (Philippians 2:4-8 NIV). Thus, Paul brings human relations into the picture, as we see in today’s scripture (v. 7).
7 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, so that the promises made to the patriarchs might be confirmed 9 and, moreover, that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy.
The big issue in Paul’s day was the relationship between Jews and Gentiles. Jesus came to the earth as the Jewish Messiah, and the understanding that followed from this momentous event was that the Jews were to bring salvation to the world. That did happen, but it happened differently than most people had expected. For we read in verse 8 that Jesus becomes a servant to the Jews (lit., “circumcised”); i.e., he does their work for them. What is that work? To “confirm the promises given to the patriarchs”. That means that Jesus is not replacing the OT promises, but fulfilling them. Paul further is eager to show that the Gentiles are heirs to this salvation as well, and so he brings forth a string of quotations to show that the Gentiles as well as the Jews are heirs of those promises.
As it is written: "Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; I will sing the praises of your name." 10 Again, it says, "Rejoice, you Gentiles, with his people." 11 And again, "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles; let all the peoples extol him." 12 And again, Isaiah says, "The Root of Jesse will spring up, one who will arise to rule over the nations; in him the Gentiles will hope." 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. 
All of these quotations come from the Greek translation of the OT, which is known as the Septuagint, abbreviated LXX. Paul, as a former Pharisee, undoubtedly knew Hebrew well, but he is talking to a predominantly Greek audience. However, the LXX also has some differences in meaning compared to the Hebrew text.                          
For example, in verse 9, Paul quotes Psalm 18:49. The Hebrew uses “nations” while Paul uses the Greek “ethnos”, which can mean either nations or Gentiles. Similarly, in verse 10, we have Deut. 32:43 (LXX); the meaning is a bit different in the Hebrew and Greek texts. But basically, these texts have the Gentiles as proclaiming the God of the Jews as the real God. Also, the quote in verse 11 – Psalm 117:1—likewise calls on the nations to praise the true God.
In verse 12, Paul goes a different direction. He refers to Isaiah 11:10 (LXX), in which we see the term “Root of Jesse”. This term refers to David, Jesse’s son and his (David’s) descendent who is the Messiah. And remarkably, we get the phrase, “in him the Gentiles will hope.” So again, the coming of the Messiah is for all people – Jew and Gentile alike. The Messiah is to “arise to rule over the nations”, with “arise” undoubtedly referring to the resurrection. 
If we were to push the point harder, we could add to Paul’s list that the Son of David has Gentiles in his genealogy (Ruth 4:17, Matt. 1:5-6). And this does not by any means exhaust the promises made in the OT that are fulfilled in Jesus. But we can summarize the Word today by noting that we are all heirs (inheritors) of hope. Scripture gives us encouragement which gives us endurance which gives us that hope. We don’t let the beetles eat away our hope – we look forward in anticipation and with each other in the community of the Church. Thus, as the scripture says, may God fill you with joy and peace and may you overflow with hope in the power of the Holy Spirit during this Advent season. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen.
