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Overflowing with Hope 

Romans 15:1-13 

John Breon 

 

 God has some Christmas gifts for you. 

 We used to have to be careful about mentioning what presents we 

were going to give. When Rachel was little, she had a tendency to tell 

people what they were getting for Christmas. But part of the fun of 

Christmas giving is the surprise and the challenge of keeping it secret until 

time to unwrap gifts. 

 Now, I’m not spoiling the surprise when I tell you about God’s gifts. 

God wants you to open them now, because these gifts aren’t just for 

Christmas; they’re also to help us get ready for Christmas. 

 Advent is the time for preparing to celebrate the birth of Jesus, the 

coming of God in the flesh in Jesus. And, it’s a time of expecting Jesus to 

return, to appear again in glory to the whole world. And, Advent is also the 

time to recognize that God is always coming to us. God has something he 

wants to do in our lives now. There are gifts God wants to give us now. 

 In this passage from Romans, the apostle Paul describes gifts that 

come along with God’s great gift in Jesus Christ. The heart of what Paul 

writes to the Christians in first-century Rome is the story of God incarnate in 

Jesus the Messiah, all that God did in Christ, and all that flows from the 

amazing thing God did in the Incarnation. 

 “Incarnation” is a word that means “in the flesh.” It’s the word we use 

to talk about what God did when he gave himself in his Son and became a 

human being. Another way we can say it is that Jesus embodies God with 

us. That tremendous event bursts into the world and its impact is still being 

felt. God’s gift of Jesus radiates into all creation. What God did 2000 years 

ago in Jesus is like a fountain that keeps pouring out and overflowing until 

creation is saturated with the glory and love of God. 

 The gifts Paul writes about here are not just for a few people, but 

they’re available to everyone. He quotes some Old Testament passages to 

show the surprising nature of God’s gifts. Even Paul’s words about these 

gifts of God are in a surprising place here. That’s how reading Paul’s writing 



2 
 

is. Really, it’s how reading any part of the Bible is. You pull on a thread in 

one of Paul’s letters and you start seeing the surrounding section. That 

leads you to the whole letter or book. Then you see connections with the 

gospel message. And then you see how it relates to the whole Bible. The 

themes and ideas Paul presents here echo things he said earlier in Romans. 

And they’re all part of the big story of what God has done in Jesus. 

 These verses in Romans 15 come at the end of a discussion on 

whether Christians should eat food that wasn’t prepared properly according 

to Jewish standards or food that was offered in an idol temple. That was a 

major question in the first century church. Dealing with that question, Paul 

states a principle about Christian relationships: Christians are free from 

rules about what to eat. Those who recognize their freedom—he calls them 

the “strong”—should voluntarily limit their freedom if it would be a 

stumbling block to the people he calls “the weak.” The strong are to “bear 

the weaknesses of those without strength.” In the body of Christ, our goal is 

not to please ourselves but to build up each other. 

 Jesus the Messiah is our example for this. He didn’t please himself, 

but took on himself the insults that were intended for God. So we have 

Jesus himself and what he did for us as gifts of God. We have the example 

of Jesus as a gift. 

 We also have the Scriptures. Paul writes, “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” (15:4). 

 Hope is one of the great gifts God has for us. Hope springs up in 

surprising places where there seems to be no reason to hope. Hope comes 

to us from God through the Word of God and the power of God’s Spirit. 

 There are other gifts that come with hope. God gives endurance and 

encouragement. God enables us to endure, to hang in there, to be steadfast 

no matter how hopeless the situation. 

 God encourages us and helps us encourage each other. Hope sees 

that the battle isn’t done, we have a future, God’s not through with us. 
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 I like the story of the man who came to a little league baseball game 

one afternoon. He asked a boy in the dugout what the score was. The boy 

told him, “We’re behind 18-0.”  

 “Wow, I bet you’re discouraged,” said the man. 

 The boy replied, “Why should I be discouraged? We haven’t even 

been up to bat yet!” (Robert Morgan, Preacher’s Sourcebook of Creative 

Sermon Illustrations 451). 

 Endurance and encouragement from God through the Scriptures give 

us hope. Another gift from God is the spirit of unity. We follow Jesus 

together and together we glorify God. 

 We have the example of Jesus who didn’t please himself. We also 

have his example of accepting or welcoming. Paul wrote this to the Roman 

church that included both Jews and Gentiles. They were trying to work out 

their relationship and Paul was encouraging them to be united in Christ to 

praise and glorify God. That’s still God’s call to the church. Accept, receive, 

welcome each other just as the Messiah has welcomed you. If we’re good 

enough for Jesus, we’re good enough for each other. If you’re good 

enough for Jesus, you ought to be good enough for yourself. When God’s 

people accept each other, it brings glory to God. Our unity is a way of 

praising God. 

 This gets a little trickier when we realize that it’s talking about 

welcoming and accepting not just people who are like us, but also people 

who are not like us. How welcoming are we to people of different social, 

economic, or ethnic backgrounds? What about people with different 

political views? How accepting are we of people who are seeking, who may 

want to believe but don’t yet believe the good news of Jesus? 

 Jesus again leads the way as a servant. He became a servant of the 

Jews to show God’s truthfulness and to confirm the promises God made to 

Abraham and Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, and all the children of Israel. All the 

promises of God are “Yes” in Jesus the Messiah (2 Corinthians 1:20). 

 Jesus served the Jews so they might glorify God and praise God for 

his faithfulness. But God’s promises to the Jews were greater than they 

realized. God intended to bless the whole earth through them. The 

promises were both to Israel and through Israel to the world. Jesus, born of 
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a Jewish woman and adopted by a Jewish man who was a descendant of 

King David—this Jesus brings blessing to all people, all kinds of people, all 

groups of people. 

 My brother told about a little boy who came to their church’s Trunk 

or Treat dressed as a sanitation worker. He even had a big trash can to 

collect candy. Now that’s not a typical Halloween costume. The boy’s mom 

said that he’s fascinated by the trash truck. On trash day, he waits for the 

truck to come around the corner. Then he runs out to greet the trash 

collectors. On hot days, he takes them a drink. There’s a little kid valuing 

people who are often overlooked and even serving them. 

 Paul says that Jesus became a servant so the Jews would praise God 

for his faithfulness and so that non-Jews, the Gentiles, the nations, may 

glorify and praise God for his mercy. That’s part of the story of Jesus’ birth. 

When the Magi, the Wise Men, come to worship Jesus, it’s a sign that God 

reveals himself to other nations. It shows that God’s gift is for all people, 

not only the Jews. Paul here cites four Old Testament passages to show that 

Gentiles are included in God’s plan. The last one he quotes is Isaiah 11. He 

gives the last verse of a passage that predicts the coming of the Messiah. 

The Messiah was understood to be a descendant of David who would be 

anointed by God (“messiah” and “Christ” both mean “anointed”). So this 

one is specially chosen and set apart to lead God’s people in God’s 

kingdom. 

 Isaiah described the line of David, the kingdom of Israel, as being like 

a tree that’s cut down and all that’s left is a stump. He says new growth 

would come where it seemed nothing could grow. Picture that old stump, 

with dried and gnarled roots. It seems there’s no life there, no hope. But a 

sprout begins to push its way up from that stump. It grows and bears fruit. 

It becomes a place where all peoples rally together. 

 In one place where we lived, we used to drive past a run down farm 

that had an old run down silo. We noticed this silo because it had a tree 

growing in it and sticking out the top. Trees have a way of growing beyond 

what we expect. Concrete sidewalks are sometimes broken and pushed 

aside by the roots of a nearby tree that wouldn’t be confined. 
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 There was a news report about a tree along an interstate just outside 

Ft. Worth. It was a mimosa tree that appeared lifeless, except at Christmas. 

Every December, for several years, the tree was decorated. There were a few 

ornaments and garland on its scraggly limbs. The original decorator was a 

homeless woman whose health finally prevented her from the task. But 

others carried on her work. One woman said, “Everyone sees it, but no one 

knows who does it.”  

 The tree sat on an isolated hill with no other vegetation around. The 

tree itself was a bit of a mystery because a mimosa shouldn’t even grow in 

such a place. Passersby said they never noticed leaves on the tree, but every 

December life blossomed in the form of a few Christmas decorations. 

Someone from the Texas Department of Transportation said, “We have 

motorists call in thanking us for the tree, and we have nothing to do with it. 

It’s just a mystery. It’s just a tree mysterious people decorate. It gives us 

hope” (www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2004/december/15654.html). 

 God’s Messiah, Jesus, springs up with new life out of the old tradition 

of Judaism. His roots are in the ancient line of King David and his branches 

extend over the whole earth. Jesus springs up from death in resurrection 

and power and life. 

 God is the God of hope. God is the source of hope. The hope God 

gives can spring up in the most hopeless situations. There are still more 

gifts from God here. The God of hope fills us with joy and peace as we 

believe the gospel and put our trust in Jesus. The goal is that we will 

overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 Our sure confidence in the future comes because we trust that God is 

faithful and merciful. God who speaks in Scripture, God who gives himself 

in Jesus Christ, God who gives endurance and encouragement, also fills us 

with joy and peace. We’re able to rejoice in him. We have peace with God 

as we know he forgives and restores us. We have the peace of God 

integrating our lives, making us whole, calming our anxiety. We have peace 

with each other as we’re united in Christ and with one mind and one voice 

we glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2004/december/15654.html
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 We overflow, we abound with hope. God’s not stingy in giving the gift 

of hope. We have abundant hope, confidence, assurance that comes from 

the God of hope. 

 Gordon MacDonald is an author and preacher who was invited to 

speak at Mount Zion Baptist Church in Nashville. Mount Zion’s pastor, 

Bishop Joseph Walker, had invited MacDonald to preach on a day the 

church devoted to honoring those who were graduating from one level of 

education to another. 

 The service lasted over two hours. More than two hundred graduates 

paraded, single-file, to the front of the sanctuary to be acknowledged by 

the audience, receive a gift, and pose for individual photos with the bishop.  

 At the front of the line were children who were transitioning from 

kindergarten to first grade. Then came teenagers who had graduated from 

high school. Finally came a line of college students and people who had 

just received master’s and Ph.D. degrees. 

 From the smallest to the oldest, each one was introduced by name 

and a word was said about what they wanted to do with their lives. 

 As the five and six year olds came up: “This is James H. Brown, and he 

wants to be a police officer. This is Leticia T. Clark, and she wants to be a 

surgeon.” One wanted to be a pilot, another wanted to be a filmmaker. 

Someone else wanted to be an Olympic track star. There were future 

basketball players, barbers, astronauts, and firefighters. Some wanted to be 

actors, teachers, or musicians. There were even a couple of wannabe 

preachers. Every child had dreams of doing something. There was no small 

thinking among them. 

 Each high schooler was introduced by name and by the college they 

would attend in the fall: Princeton, University of Tennessee, Spellman, 

Morehouse, Georgetown. 

 More than a few of the college grads were going to graduate school 

to study medicine, theology, law, biology, or music. There was the feeling 

that each of them was going to do something very good in the coming 

years. 

 As each child, youth, and young adult stepped to the bishop’s side for 

their photos, the audience cheered and whistled and applauded. Gordon 
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MacDonald said it felt like a great church party. He was as enthusiastic as 

anyone even though he’d never met any of the people being honored. 

Why? 

 

The answer, I suddenly realized, was that I felt a rush of simple, 

unadulterated hope. In these young men and women, I saw 

possibilities for tomorrow. I had visions of them carrying the love of 

Jesus into airplane cockpits, classrooms, biology labs, and operating 

rooms. And the visions made me glad. 

 

 MacDonald goes on to talk about older men and women making the 

development of younger generations their highest priority. We can 

overflow with hope, not just for ourselves, but also for the next generation. 

There are several articles online calling for Boomers (those born between 

1946 and 1964) to step up and be mentors for millennials and the other 

younger generations. Gordon MacDonald says, “You get a lot of hope 

boiling to the surface when the generations connect with each other as 

they appear to do at Mt. Zion.”  

 Here’s another connection with the Christmas story. There was once 

an elderly couple whose names were Zechariah and Elizabeth. They had a 

son named John. Zechariah sang at John’s birth, “And you, my child, will be 

a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare 

the way for him.” And that’s what John did. And it was partly because an 

old guy, his father, started pouring hope into him when he was a newborn. 

MacDonald says that’s what they were doing at Mt. Zion church the day he 

was there. They were pouring hope into young people. And he asks, “Why 

not the same in every church?” 

(www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2009/july/7070609.html) 

 I invite you to pray, to ask the God of hope to fill you with all joy and 

peace as you believe the good news and trust in Jesus. Ask God to let the 

power of the Holy Spirit make you overflow with hope. Share that hope 

with someone else. Let the overflow spill into the lives of other people. Pray 

that all of us together as a church will overflow with hope. 

http://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2009/july/7070609.html
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 Receive the gifts God offers you. Unwrap them and take them into 

your life. Then share those gifts with the people around you. 


