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HOPE FOR THE WORLD
THE GOSPEL, HOPE, AND THE WORLD 
[ DR. TIMOTHY KELLER | Sermon transcript, 27 September 2009]

Ephesians 1:11–23 — In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him 
who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first 
to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also were included in Christ when you 
heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a 
seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption  
of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, I 
have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. I keep asking that the God of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you 
may know him better. I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may 
know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints,  
and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty 
strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right  
hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that 
can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. And God placed all things under  
his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness  
of him who fills everything in every way.

Our text today is Ephesians 1. Ephesians 1 is about hope, and that is what we are going to be looking at for 
several weeks. This week we are really just laying the groundwork. But hope is something the gospel produces, 
and that shapes the way in which we relate to our city and to our world. 

I would like to look at why Christian hope is so crucial, what Christian hope really is, and how it shapes your life.

WHY IT IS SO IMPORTANT
Look at verse 12, and right away it says a Christian is somebody who hoped in Christ. That is how you start to 
be a Christian—you hope in Christ; putting your hope in Christ is how you start. You are not a Christian with-
out hope. But, just a few verses later, in Ephesians 1:18, Paul begins to pray for the people that he is talking to 
here, and this is what he says: “I pray…that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may 
know the hope to which he has called you.” 

Now up above he says you wouldn’t even be a Christian unless you knew and had hope in Christ. But then he 
says, “I pray that the eyes of your heart will be enlightened, that you will know the hope.” Don’t they already 
know the hope? That is not what Paul is talking about. When Paul uses the term “eyes of the heart,” he is  
saying, “I want you to have your inner being so smitten and amazed by what you have—the hope you have  
in Christ—that it would be as overwhelmed as your eyes are overwhelmed when you look at the sun.” When 
you look at the sun, you are dazzled; you can hardly take it. Paul is saying, “I want your inner being to be like 
that with regard to hope. I want you to be riddled with it. I want your insides, your heart, to be ablaze with the 
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hope. It is not enough to just know the hope with your head. You have got to be completely absorbed and 

saturated with the hope in your life.” He is praying that the Holy Spirit will help them know their hope, the 
hope to which he has called them. 

Why is that so important? We start off with a big problem, and that is that the English word “hope”—which 
always translates the Greek word elpis—never translates it well, because our English word “hope” is too weak. 
It doesn’t really signify what the biblical concept is. For example, if I say to you, “Are you sure that is going  
to happen?” you respond, “Oh no. I am not sure. But I hope it will happen.” What does hope mean? 
“Uncertainty.” Are you certain? No, I hope. The English word “hope” has the subtext of “uncertainty,” and it is 
completely the opposite of what the biblical word means. So every time you see the English word “hope” in 
your Bibles, you need to realize that word is misleading you. It is taking you to some place that the Bible is  
not trying to take you. 

Here is what hope means. Let me give you a literal translation of Hebrews 11:1: “Faith is the confidence  
of things hoped for, the certainty of things not seen.” Biblical hope is life-shaping certainty about the future. 
Or, put it another way, biblical hope is living now in a way that is completely changed because of what  
you know will happen in the future. That is hope—being certain about the future, something that is not here 
yet but that you are being affected by now.

The best illustration I know (you may have heard this before, but I can’t think of a better one, so it is too  
useful to omit) is of two people: put them in two rooms; same size rooms, same lighting, same humidity, same 
temperature. Give them exactly the same job: screw part A on part B over and over and over again for ten 
hours a day—same circumstances, same setting, same conditions. But tell the person in this room, “At the  
end of the year you will have made ten thousand dollars,” and tell the person in the second room, “At the end 
of the year you will have made a billion dollars.” 

Same job. But it is not the same job now, is it? Because how you do your job and how you process your  
job depends on what you believe the future is. The person in the first room is saying to the person in the  
second room, “This is so tedious. This is so boring. This is unbearable. I think I might quit. Don’t you find  
this tedious and unbearable?” And the person in the other room will say, “No! It is not so bad. Actually,  
it is not bad at all.” 

Why? Identical circumstances are being processed in completely different ways because they have two  
different futures that they believe in. You and I are unavoidably and irreducibly hope-based creatures. We are 
controlled—how we live now—by our understanding of the ultimate future state. 

Let me reiterate that, and this is very important to hear. Christian hope has to do with the ultimate future 
state, not the immediate. I used an illustration that talks about hoping for a billion dollars a year from now. 
Christianity is not about that, although many people think it is. Many people say, “If I live a good life and I try 
very hard and I give myself to the Lord, my salary will go up. Bad things won’t happen to me.” In other words, 
they think Christian hope is “If I live a good life now, I will have peace and prosperity in this life.” Their hope 
is for here and for now. That is not how Christian hope works at all! Not at all. You are forgetting  
somebody. There is only one person that really lived a great life, who gave himself to the Lord completely,  
who lived a perfectly godly, wonderful life. And yet he was rejected, betrayed, tortured, and crucified. You  
say, “Jesus—well, he was different.” Why? He says he is not different: “A servant is not above his master”  
(John 13:16); “if they hated me, they will hate you” (Matthew 10:22). 

Put it another way. Jonathan Edwards, in his sermon on Christian hope and happiness, says there are three 
things you need to know. Your bad things will turn out for the ultimate good; your good things can never  
be taken away from you; and the best things are yet to come.1

1. “Christian Happiness” in Sermons and Discourses 1720-1723, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume 10. Edited by Wilson H. Kimnach (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 
305—06.
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First of all, your bad things will turn out for good, ultimately. Look at Jesus. Look at what a mess of a life  
he had—look at the rejection, the loneliness, the misunderstanding. Look at the torture, the injustice,  
and his death. Yes, God brought so much good out of it—infinite good. Of course he did. But think about it: 
In the middle of all that trouble, the disciples were completely confused, and was Jesus whistling a happy 
tune? Was he saying, “I know God is going to bring good out of this crucifixion”? No! It was horrible. It was 
terrible. There was confusion. There was pain. There was suffering. Because what is Christian hope really 
about? The ultimate future. 

Christian hope is not that you are going to have a good, easy life. That is why it is so effective. If you know 
that the best things are yet to come, if you understand what is guaranteed out there is ultimate good—great  
wisdom, everything turning out for good, getting all the things that you have ever wanted in your life and  
your heart—ultimately but not immediately, that means Christians do not expect an easy life. That means you 
are patient when you don’t have an easy life. People who do not have a proper understanding of Christian  
hope are always freaked out by everything going wrong, because they don’t properly understand hope.  
Christian hope is ultimate future, and that is what affects the way in which you live now.

Before moving on to say what this Christian hope is and how it shapes you, let me remind you of  
something. What you think the ultimate future is will affect you, maybe not right away, but it will. 
Somerset Maugham, the great English novelist, wrote an autobiography called The Summing Up, and in his 
autobiography he says this: “… at long last the universe will attain the final stage of equilibrium when nothing 
more can happen. Eons and eons before this man will have disappeared. Is it possible to suppose that it will 
matter then that he ever existed? He will have been a chapter in the history of the universe as pointless as that 
of the life stories of the strange monsters that inhabited the primeval earth.” Now once you know that the 
existence of God and survival after life is too doubtful to believe in, then, “If death ends all, if I have neither 
to hope for good to come nor to fear evil, I must ask myself, now how must I live? Now the answer… is plain, 
but it is so unpalatable that most men will not face it. There is no reason for life and life has no meaning.”2

Now Somerset Maugham went on and wrote a book called Of Human Bondage,3 and in it there is a character 
named Philip Carey. Many people consider it an autobiographical novel about Maugham himself. But the 
point is that Carey loses his faith in God pretty early in life. He believes when you die, you rot, and eventually 
the sun will die and all human life will go away, and no one will remember anything that has happened. 
Whether you live a good life or a cruel life will make in the end no difference at all. Philip Carey believed as 
a fairly young man that after death he had neither to hope for good nor fear evil. After death, nothing. But 
what that actually meant for how he lived didn’t really sink in. Then one day, sitting on a London park bench, 
he had a revelation, and he suddenly realized there was no meaning in life—man by living served no end. Life  
was insignificant and death was without consequence, and to Philip it seemed that at last the burden of any 
responsibility was taken from him and for the first time he was utterly free. But it says he then realized he 
could never be happy.

Here is what this means. Somerset Maugham said people who don’t believe there is anything in that ultimate 
future—that when you die you rot, that ultimately there is nothing, and nothing you do will make any  
difference—lots of people believe that, but they will not think out the implications. He says the implications 
are unpalatable. Here is a man, Philip Carey, who for many years believed that was the ultimate future, but it 
didn’t really sink in to how he should live, and then he realized it meant, “I can live any way I can get away 
with. There is no such thing as right and wrong. All talk about right and wrong and love and cruelty and  
justice and injustice is a sham—I can live anyway I want. I am completely free. Anything I can do that I can 
get away with, I can do. But, of course, I will never be happy.” 

2. W. Somerset Maugham, The Summing Up (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran & Co, 1938), 276. 

3. Maugham, Of Human Bondage (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1936).
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Do you see what he is saying? The average New Yorker has no belief in an ultimate future, in anything like 
Christian belief. They say, “I don’t know if there is a God, and as far as I know, when you die that is it. I don’t 
think there is any afterlife, but I believe in human life. I believe that some things are right and wrong. I believe 
in working for justice.” And Somerset Maugham says even if in your head you don’t admit the absolute  
inconsistency of saying such a thing— even if intellectually you refuse to see how completely inconsistent and 
how wrong and how silly that is to say—the reality of what you believe about the ultimate future will  
penetrate you. It will infiltrate your life; it will infuse your heart. There will be a weariness. There will be  
a meaninglessness that will just slowly creep through you, and you won’t know why. 

Do you know why? Because you have no hope. We are hope-based creatures—what we believe about the  
ultimate future completely determines how we live now. 

WHAT CHRISTIAN HOPE REALLY IS 
There are two things, at least in this chapter, that we learn about Christian hope. There is a personal hope and 
a material hope, and put together it is amazing.

First of all, there is personal hope. You can see it in verse 14, where it says those who believe in God are God’s 
“possession,” and that is a word that means “treasure.” But, as I said, in just a couple of verses, Paul begins to 
pray, “I pray that the eyes of your heart will be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he 
has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints” (v. 18). That is the hope—“the riches of his 
glorious inheritance in the saints.” 

The word “saints” is not what you and I think. Saints were not super-good people. The word “saints” translates 
a Greek word that means “those set apart for Christ”—all Christians, all believers. Paul says here is the hope—
this is the first part of the hope of your calling—that you are God’s inheritance. You are God’s rich, glorious 
inheritance. The word “inheritance” means “the bulk of your net worth, the bulk of your wealth,” and the word 
“possession” means “treasure.” 

Imagine a couple who own one of the most valuable pieces of art in the world. Its assessed value of over one 
hundred million dollars, which is of course almost their complete net worth, is misleading, because they find 
the artwork priceless. They would not part with it for anything, because they look at it and they sit before it 
and they just drink it in. It is a delight to their hearts, so they wouldn’t part with it for anything at all. 

Now realize that according to the meaning of this text, that is how God looks at you. The Lord of the universe, 
who owns all the galaxies and all the stars and all the wealth under the surface of all the planets in the  
universe, considers you—those who are in Christ, those who are included in Christ—his treasure. When 
he looks at you, he feels rich. That is how much he values you. That is an amazing claim—but why would  
that be our hope?

Here is why it is our hope. If God values you like that right now—if God in the past went to infinite depths  
and paid an infinite price on the cross to get you—what is he going to do when he actually meets you, when 
he finally sees you face to face? What will that be like? Psalm 16 says, “In thy face is joy upon joy; in thy right 
hand are pleasures for evermore.” And C. S. Lewis says, “If we let Him... He will make the feeblest and filthiest 
of us into… a dazzling, radiant, immortal creature, pulsating all through with such energy and joy and wisdom 
and love as we cannot now imagine, a bright stainless mirror which reflects back to God perfectly (though of 
course on a smaller scale) His own boundless power and delight and goodness. …this is what we are in for. 
Nothing less.”4

4. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001), 206. 
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Everything you have ever wanted, everything you have ever longed for, multiplied by a trillion trillion times, 
will be present in your heart the first second of his embrace of you when we see him face to face. And that  
is just the personal hope. 

You say, “What? There is more? How could there be more?” But there is.

There is also a material hope. That is also in verse 14, where it says, “Who is a deposit guaranteeing our 
inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession.” That word “deposit” means a first  
installment or a down payment on something that will come in the future. Do you see what is coming  
in the future? The redemption—we are not redeemed yet, it says. The Holy Spirit is a down payment on 
our future redemption. 

Right away we say, “What? Aren’t we already redeemed?” Yes, legally we are pardoned; spiritually, you might 
say, we are redeemed. What Paul is talking about is something more, and the place he explains it is in Romans 
8:21-24: “the creation [nature, the whole created world] itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay  
and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God,” and “we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of 
the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption… the redemption of our bodies. For in this  
hope we were saved.”

Here is what that is saying. On the last day, on the day of the Lord, the love and grace and power and glory of 
God will fall on us in a way so blindingly, cosmically powerful that it will not only give us new bodies—our 
bodies will be redeemed, not just our souls—not only will it give us glorious and perfect and beautiful,  
death-free, disease-free, flawless bodies, but it will be such a powerful happening that it will envelop the entire 
created order. All of nature is longing, Paul says in Romans 8, for the redemption of our bodies—that future 
redemption, that complete redemption. The entire created order will be changed. There won’t be any death or 
oppression or injustice or poverty or disease anywhere in creation. Nature, as gorgeous as it is right now, is just 
a shadow of its future self. Psalm 96 says, “Then shall the trees of the wood sing for joy before the Lord when 
he comes to rule the earth.” If the rule of God and the redemption of our bodies and the renewal of the new 
heavens and new earth means the trees are going to be able to sing, what will you be able to do?

Do you realize what this means? This Christian hope is not just individual, but it is corporate. It is not  
just spiritual, but it is for a whole material new world without death or disease or injustice. What are the  
implications of that?

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. was one of the great Supreme Court justices of the United States, but he believed, 
just like Somerset Maugham, that we are here by accident—that when you die you rot, that any talk about 
justice or injustice, therefore, is just your opinion. I would like to contrast what Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. said 
when he was listening to a pacifist being tried before the Supreme Court (and he said he hated these social 
justice idealists) with another “Jr.,” Martin Luther King, Jr., who had a very different view of the future. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes actually said this about a case he was hearing (he wrote to a friend): “I see no reason 
for attributing to a man a significance different in kind from that which belongs to a baboon or to a grain  
of sand. The idea of the sacredness of human life is a purely constructed ideal of no validity outside of the  
jurisdiction in which it was constructed. Doesn’t all this squashy sentimentality about the dignity and  
sacredness of human life make you puke? Oh bring in the basin.”5

He was doing what Somerset Maugham says. Once you decide that there is nothing out there—our ultimate 
destiny is nothingness—it affects how you feel about everything. It has to. It is just silly to talk about the  
sacredness of human life—who says? Why do you have more dignity than a tree? You may feel that way, but 

5.  Paraphrased from Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., Holmes-Pollock Letters; The Correspondence of Mr. Justice Holmes and Sir Frederick Pollock, 1874-1932 (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap 
Press, 1961), 252, 36; Sheldon M. Novick, Honorable Justice: The Life of Oliver Wendell Holmes 469 n. 11 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1989).
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you don’t have anything to back up that feeling. And it affected the way in which he looked at things. That is 
the reason Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. reviewed the case of the state of Virginia sterilizing a woman against her 
will, and he said, sure, you can do that.

And then there is Martin Luther King, Jr., who has a very different vision for the future: “I have a dream today. 
I have a dream that one day every valley will be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough 
places will be made plain, the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord will be  
revealed. [That is the Christian hope. This is our hope, he says.] With this faith we will be able to hew out of 
the mountain of despair a stone of hope.”6

HOW CHRISTIAN HOPE SHAPES YOUR LIFE 
Don’t you think that this understanding of Christian material hope has an influence on what you think about 
injustice, and what you think about the sacredness and dignity of human life now? Of course it does, which 
means I have already bled over into our third point. If you believe in this material and personal hope, how does 
it affect how you live now?

First, how does the personal hope affect you? Centuries before anybody ever heard of or talked about self-
esteem, this was part of the Christian message—that the Lord of the universe, when he looks at you, feels rich. 
That’s how much he values you. 

When I was an undergraduate student, I went through a period of depression, and I went to see a professional 
counselor at our university. At one point he asked, “What makes you feel the best about yourself? Tell me  
about some time in which you really felt good about yourself.” I was an amateur trumpet player at the time, 
and I said, “One time I was in the orchestra and played a trumpet solo, and I did very well, and even though 
the piece went on, applause broke out in the crowd, and I felt really good.” He said, “Here is what I want  
you to do. When you are feeling down, I want you to vividly imagine yourself standing on stage playing  
a trumpet solo, and the entire crowd jumps to its feet and erupts in applause and loud cheers. Do that  
whenever you start to feel down.” 

Considering what I gave him to work with, that was a reasonably good effort by the counselor. But what is that 
compared to this! That might happen—this will happen! That, if it does happen, is pleasing a fickle crowd 
that next week will probably boo me. But this is welcome into the heart of the universe forever! That is a  
dewdrop of affirmation—this is a deluge, a worldwide flood, a hurricane of love.

Let me paraphrase 1 Peter 2:10: “Once you were nobody, but now you are somebody. Once you had no love,  
and now you swim in it. You breathe it. You wear it.” And unless you do what Paul says—unless you pray that 
the Spirit will illumine the eyes of your heart so that the knowledge of how he regards you and what he  
thinks of you infiltrates you and saturates you, unless you are ablaze with the knowledge of how he regards 
you—your life will be bound in shallows and misery. You will be going around everywhere trying to scrape  
up compliments and strokes and awards and credentials. It is because you don’t know who you are. If you can 
sink this deep into your heart, you will be an unsinkable person. That is how the personal hope shapes you. 

What about the material hope? Here is what is so great about this—Christian hope is individual and 
corporate. It is spiritual and physical. It is a hope in being in love with Christ forever and a hope for a world 
of justice and righteousness. 

Here is what that means. I will say this as respectfully as I can because it is offensive. Conservative philosophy 
and ideology does not mind talking about individual virtue and character, but it gets really nervous when  

6.  Martin Luther King, Jr. A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings of Martin Luther King, Jr. Edited by James Melvin Washington. (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1986),  
219.
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you talk about oppression and injustice. On the other hand, liberal philosophy and ideology loves to talk about 
how we have to care about everybody and make the world a better place, but the idea of calling people to fall 
in love with Jesus and get converted—how crude. 

If you are informed by Christian hope and not worldly ideology, then the community you are in, the church 
you are in—in fact the very life you lead—will be so different, because Christian hope combines things that 
nothing else does. If we as a community are shaped by Christian hope, we are going to call our neighbors and 
our friends to believe: “We hope you can have faith in Christ. We want you to know this. We want you to  
repent and convert.” At the same time, we turn to all of our neighbors in this city and we say, “And I am going 
to make this a great place for you to live. I am going to sacrifice for you, and I am going to give my time and 
my money to make this a great place for you to live, whether you believe as I do or not.” 

That just doesn’t happen anywhere else—the liberal ideology says there is no truth, so we just love everyone. 
And the conservative ideology says some people have the truth—some people are good and some people are 
bad. And we are saying, “Please be converted by believing the truth, but if you don’t, I am going to love you 
with all my heart and life. Repent! Convert! And, I am going to serve this city and all my neighbors 
whether you believe like I do or not!” That is unique. Why? Because it is shaped by Christian hope. And if we 
are not a church like that, then we are being shaped by ideology and not by the gospel. 

How does this actually, really and truly, come into your heart so that it produces these effects? It tells you in 
verse 13. It says you believe the gospel, and that is where the hope comes from. Here is what the gospel is.  
In Ephesians 2:12, Paul tells the Gentiles to remember that at one time they were “excluded from  
citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the 
world.” You were excluded from Israel, without hope and without God in the world.

When Jesus Christ came into the world, John 1 says, “He came to his own but his own knew him not.” He came 
to his own but they didn’t receive him. When he died, he was crucified outside the gate, a sign that he was 
excluded from his own people. And, at the end of his life, he was without God in the world. Jesus would have 
had the greatest prayer life; all during his life he would turn to the Father, and the reality of the Father’s love 
would be there. But in the garden of Gethsemane, he turned to God in prayer, we’re told, and he immediately 
was in agony. There were no nails. There was no crown of thorns. Nothing physical was happening, but he  
was in agony when he started to pray in the garden of Gethsemane. Do you know why?

Many commentators think what happened in the garden of Gethsemane was the start of what we know  
happened on the cross: that Jesus turned to God, opened the door of prayer, and there was nobody there,  
because on the cross he said, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46) He was without 
God! Proverbs 13:12 says, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick.” That is right; if you don’t get in to the school 
you want to, it makes you sick in the stomach. But what about ultimate hope? Jesus was excluded. He was 
without God at the end of his life—and therefore without hope. Jesus was without hope! 

Why? He was excluded so you could be brought in. He was without God so that you could have God  
forever. He was without hope so that you could have this hope. He paid the penalty for our sins—and because 
God treated Jesus as we deserve, now when we believe, God treats us as Jesus deserves.

That is why, when you are included in Christ—when you are in Christ—God sees you as a beauty. And that  
is what changes your life. When you see Christ losing all hope so that you could have hope, you will put  
your hope more firmly in him than ever. As Peter says, “Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be  
self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed” (1 Peter 1:13). 
Let’s ask God to do that for us. 

Let’s pray. 
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O Lord, we ask that you would help us to set our hope fully on Christ so that this season, this fall, we might have 
some idea about how a hope-shaped body of believers will live its life in this city. We thank you that your Son was 
excluded and lost hope and lost you, O Father, so that we could have you forever and have all the hope we need 
to live our lives. Thank you for that. We pray this in Jesus’ name, Amen.
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