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On September 9, 1965, James Stockdale was flying a mission over North Viet Nam. His plane was struck by enemy fire. He ejected, parachuted into a small village where he was beaten and taken prisoner. He would spend the next seven and a half years of his life in a prison camp called the Hanoi Hilton. As a Senior Naval Officer, Stockdale was routinely tortured, denied medical treatment, and would spend day after day in a windowless concrete cell that was three feet by nine feet. How do you survive circumstances like that for seven and a half years? In his book, Good to Great, Jim Collins shares a little bit of James Stockdale’s story and I love what Stockdale says. He says, ‘I never lost faith in the end of the story.’ I love that and I think that is a wonderful definition of hope. Hope is never losing faith in the end of the story. And we are a people who believe in the end of the story. We don’t just believe in happily ever after, we believe in happily forever after! We believe that He who began a good work will carry it to completion. We are a people who believe that the best is yet to come. In fact, we believe that no eye has seen and no ear has heard and no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him. 
But let’s be honest. It is hard to hold on to heaven when you feel like you are in hell. Let me go back to the Hanoi Hilton. Stockdale said, ‘I never doubted no only that I would get out but also that I would prevail in the end and turn the experience into the defining event of my life and in retrospect, I would not trade.’

Here’s what’s interesting. Jim Collins asked Stockdale, ‘Who didn’t make it out?’ And James said, ‘Oh, that's easy, the optimists. Oh, they were the ones who said, 'We're going to be out by Christmas.' And Christmas would come, and Christmas would go. Then they'd say, 'We're going to be out by Easter.' And Easter would come, and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, and then it would be Christmas again. And they died of a broken heart.’

And that’s when James Stockdale shared a fascinating philosophy with Jim Collins. He said, ‘You must never confuse faith that you will prevail in the end—which you can never afford to lose—with the discipline to confront the most brutal facts of your current reality, whatever they might be.’

Jim Collins calls it the Stockdale paradox. And it is this fascinating juxtaposition. Confront the brutal facts but never lose faith. And I think that Jesus said something to that effect a couple thousand years ago.  He said, ‘In this world you will have trouble.’ In other words, confront the brutal facts. But that reality check comes with a promise. He said, ‘Take heart, I have overcome the world.’ 

This week, we continue our series Three Remain. Last week we talked about faith. Next week we will talk about love. This weekend we are talking about hope. Do you remember what I said last week? I said love is our calling card and faith is our credit card. I thought all week, I have to come up with something for hope! Hope is our greeting card! Is it not? The Bible says that we are prisoners of hope. It is who we are. It is the message we bring. So we are going to jump right in. Turn to Romans 5:1

Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom also we have access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God. 3 And not only that, but we also glory in tribulations success, knowing that tribulation success produces perseverance; 4 and perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
Oh how I wish that was the translation! That is what we wish it said. Let me try to again. 

3 And not only that, but we also glory in tribulations, knowing that tribulation produces perseverance; 4 and perseverance, character; and character, hope. 
In my early teens, the predominant goal of my life was to dunk the basketball. My life revolved around this. When I was in junior high, we had a coach that built some jump boxes, different heights, and every day I would go in and I would do the jump boxes. I can’t tell you how many times I skinned my knees. It is unbelievable that my shins are not scarred because I would skin them all the time jumping up on these boxes. Then, can I ask a question? How many of you have ever been to a jump clinic? A clinic where you actually learn to jump higher. I have! Because all I wanted to do was dunk the basketball. So 8th grade, I could dunk a ping pong ball. 9th grade I could dunk a tennis ball. But I just couldn’t get the basketball. Would you like to know how I first dunked a basketball? I’m so excited to tell you. My sophomore season, and it might rank as one of my most embarrassing injuries, and I’ve had a lot of injuries. I was not even playing in a game, can’t even blame it on turning an ankle on someone else’s foot, I was just doing a wind sprint running straight down the court, turned my ankle and fractured it. And I think my sophomore season was shot. So they put a cast on it and I had to wear that cast for six weeks. I went to a large high school, the best high school in Naperville, Naperville Central High School. We have eight periods and a pretty big building and a three floor academic wing and I swear that semester every class was like back and forth to the other side of the building and from first floor to third floor. So here’s the deal, for six weeks, I was on crutches but when you get to the stairs, what are you going to do? You gotta do what you gotta do. So I had a backpack with my books and I would hold my crutches and I would hop up the stairs. I was like a human pogo stick. Eight periods, five days a week for six weeks, I hopped around the school. And then one day, I just took one step with the cast still on my ankle, went up and dunked a basketball for the first time. My coach said, let’s not do that again! At least not until we get the cast off. I thought the ankle was a bad break but the break literally was the breakthrough. Listen, I don’t think that is what Paul had in mind when he said suffering produces perseverance. I don’t think he was thinking about my vertical leap. But it is true. How do you get stronger? Resistance training. How do you grow as a person? Adversity. There are things you have to overcome to become the person that you are destined to be. I wish I could tell you that there was some way to circumvent this but there is not. This is as close as you come to a formula in Scripture. And the first step in cultivating hope in your life is suffering. It is suffering that produces perseverance. It is not easy, not fun but we all experience it. We all have seasons when we find ourselves in places that we don’t want to be.

Let me share three things with you. First of all, this too shall pass. George Foreman in his autobiography tells a wonderful story about an elderly woman who was asked her favorite verse of Scripture. There are a lot of good choices, right? All things work together for good to them who love God and are called according to his purpose. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. I think a lot of verses that I might tag as my favorite. She said her favorite verse was, and it came to pass. That’s not even a verse, it’s just a little phrase. And then she explained. She said, I know that whenever a trial comes, it doesn’t come to stay, it comes to pass. Can we confront the brutal facts? Ecclesiastes 3 says that there is a time for everything. There is a time to be born and a time to die. A time to tear down and a time to build up. There is a time to mourn and a time to dance. And I think we want half the list. We want laughing without crying. We want dancing without mourning but that just isn’t reality. That is not life. But there is some good news. The Bible says God makes everything beautiful in its time. But it is his time and that is usually not our time.

In Psychology there is a phenomenon known as effective forecasting. It is projecting our current feelings into the distant future. Listen, if you have ever had a relationship, a romantic one that broke up, those are tough spots. And I think sometimes we feel like we are going to feel this way for the rest of my life. And by the way, we have to be careful to let people process on their timeline and to let people grieve in the way that they need to grieve. Let’s not put people on our timeline. Oswald Chambers said let God be as original with others as He was with you. So just a word to the wise right there, let’s not tell people to get over it. Let’s let God get them through it. So I’m not at all minimizing whatever pain you’ve experienced. All I’m saying is that psychologists tell us that there is this tendency to feel like the way we feel right now is the way we are going to feel forever. And I want you to know that it is not. I don’t think Job ever thought he would experience joy again. But the Bible says God blessed the second half of his life more than the first half. Come on, let’s not just glance over the details, he dreamed of growing old with his first wife and with his family around him. So it is not like his life turned out the way he planned it or maybe even the way he wanted it. But I’ll tell you this, God brought joy back into Job’s life and gave him another family. 
What I’m getting at is this. Life is lived in seasons and there are seasons where you better enjoy it while you’ve got it because it is good and when the going’s good, praise God and enjoy it. But I also think there are seasons where you grieve or you mourn or you have to process very difficult emotions and seasons of suffering and it is not easy. I remember one day opening up a Nantucket Nectar the cap said if every day was a good day, there would be no good days. I think sometimes it is the bad days that help us appreciate the good days. And the good news is his mercies are new every morning.
So what I’m saying is this too shall pass. I can’t tell you when and I’m not going to rush the process in your life. But it didn’t come to stay, it came to pass. 

Secondly I’m just going to say that it is ok to not be ok. Let’s not fake it til we make it. Let’s be honest when we are not ok. There are seasons when you are not going to be able to overcome something by yourself. Even Moses needed Aaron and Hur to hold up his arms. I say this all the time, I’ve never met a married couple who doesn’t need counseling. Everybody needs counseling. Everybody needs as much help as they can get. I think it just takes some courage sometimes to say I’m really struggling. My fears sometimes is that I think people think that they have to get their act together before they come to God or before they come to church. Come on! Do you have to get well before you go to the hospital? How silly would that be? This is the place we come when we are not ok. And God surrounds us with some people that can love us and help us and walk with us through whatever it is we are going through.
Finally, I’m going to say that the obstacle is the way. We want to go around suffering but it produces perseverance. We want to go around trials but James says consider it pure joy. We want to go around conflict but the Bible says iron sharpens iron. We want to go around death but that is the only way you get to resurrection. You have to go through these things. The obstacle is the way and I think the cross of Jesus Christ is the epitome of this. In the 1st Century it was a symbol of torture and death. How does it become as symbol of forgiveness, a symbol of love, a symbol of hope? I’ll tell you how. Jesus didn’t walk around it, He walked through it. The obstacle is the way.
Listen, God is going to turn that suffering into perseverance. I believe that you can become a better person, a stronger person, you might get pruned like a tree, you might get refined like gold, but I think you can come out the other side even more in the likeness of Jesus Christ. And He is never going to leave you nor forsake you in the process. 
So suffering produces perseverance and perseverance produces charisma. No. It produces character. I don’t know, if we had to choose, do we want charisma or character, I think at the end of the day, it is character that counts. I love David Brooks’ book, The Road to Character. He makes a distinction between two kinds of virtues, resume virtues, eulogy virtues. Resume virtues are the skills that you need to make a living. Eulogy virtues are virtues you need to make a life. Those are the things that get talked about at your funeral. I think sometimes we are a little too consumed with the resume virtues and not the eulogy virtues. I just think sometimes that when you are going through a tough season, maybe God is doing something in your life. I’m not saying that He is causing whatever that thing is but I am saying that He can make all things, even bad things, work together for good to those who love Him. What happened to you, I bet that breaks God’s heart, but He wants to take that thing and redeem it and recycle it for his purposes. God does not waste suffering. 

The two questions that I ask when I’m going through a tough season, and it is often when I’m in one of those seasons where I can’t quite explain it. Why do I feel the way I feel? I’m pretty resilient but emotionally I’m flat lining or I’m not where I need to be spiritually. Yes pastors get into spiritual slumps. Or even relationally when you feel like you aren’t hitting on all eight cylinders. There are often those situations that happen and I ask myself two questions.

Number one. Is there a lesson that God is trying to teach me? It is not that complicated. I think God uses life as his curriculum and teaches us wonderful lessons. The question is, are we learning those lessons. We all know people who have been following Christ for 25 years but they don’t have 25 years of experience. They have one year of experience repeated 25 times. Because they aren’t learning the lessons. They aren’t picking up what God is throwing down because they don’t have a learning mindset. What can I learn through this? 
Secondly, what character is God trying to cultivate in my life? Listen, if you need more patience, I will tell you exactly what God is going to do. He is going to let you be in situations that will try your patience because that is how you grow it.

Here’s what I believe at the end of the day and I think character and integrity are synonymous. Your integrity is your destiny. Your integrity is your legacy. The funeral is going to happen, should the Lord tarry, you are going to die. Sooner or later there will be a funeral and someone is going to say something. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if people talked about the kind of character that we had that made a difference in the world? 

Suffering produces perseverance. Perseverance produces character and character hope. I love what Job says when he hits rock bottom. He says though He slay me, yet will I hope in Him. Then David says when he is a fugitive, I will pitch my tent in the land of hope. I love that! I love what Romans 4 says about Abraham. Against all hope, Abraham, in hope, believed and so became the father of many nations. And then it says without weakening in faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead. In other words, he confronted the brutal facts. But that’s not where it ends. He didn’t waiver in faith. It says he was fully persuaded that God had the power to do what He had promised. 

Do you ever have moments when songs come out of nowhere? You haven’t heard them in forever in they resurface. For me it is usually something from the 80s. Every once in a while an old hymn will hit me. The craziest thing this week, I don’t think I’ve heard this in 20 years and I shouldn’t sing it. I shouldn’t. It is really hard to sing and I can’t remember the verses but I remember the chorus.

I know whom I have believeth and am persuaded that He is able to keep that which I’ve committed unto Him against day. 

That little idea that I’m persuaded that He is able to keep what I’m committed to Him until that day. Where is your hope anchored? Hebrews 6:19 says

19 We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain,20 where our forerunner, Jesus, has entered on our behalf. 
I love this idea of hope as an anchor. I know that when we think of anchor, we think of something we drop right beneath the boat to keep us from drifting. And that is true but it is a different imagery here. There is this wonderful idea, it is a nautical term, kedging. Kedging is using an anchor to navigate a very narrow straight or a rocky bottom where it is going to be difficult to get where you are going without incident. So you take an anchor and you pitch it in front of it and you have something tied to it and you are pulling toward that anchor and now you throw the anchor over here and you pull towards it. You are kedging. And the anchor, this hope, is the thing that anchors us. And I love the fact that the anchor is depicted in the Holy of Holies behind the curtain. And of course we know that the curtain was torn in two when Jesus was crucified and he made a way for us into the presence of God. So we throw this anchor and we anchor it to the cross and we anchor it to the promises of God and we anchor it to the throne of God. And what does it do? It helps us navigate those rocky places and those narrow places and move toward the hope that God has put within us. 
A few months ago, I was speaking at a congressional retreat and that is where I met Dan Butler. Dan’s wife Jamie is a Congresswoman and he told me an amazing story and some of the backstory. It has been People Magazine and CNN, it is a remarkable story but he shared a few little insights with me that were so encouraging, I want to share this with you. They were pregnant with their first child and they were pretty excited because the day came when they could come in and get a sonogram and maybe find out the gender of their baby. So it was supposed to be just a routine checkup but the look on the face of the sonographer told them that something was wrong and that is how they discovered that their baby girl had Potter’s syndrome. It is a rare disease in which a lack of amniotic fluid inhibits lung development. So Jamie’s baby had the most severe sort of Potter’s bilateral kidney failure. And she was told that if she didn’t terminate the pregnancy, the baby would miscarry, be stillborn or suffocate in her arms after birth. Nothing prepares you for a moment like that. What do you do when the doctor tells you that the chances of your baby surviving are zero? That your baby’s disease is 100 percent fatal? That there has never ever been an exception to this prognosis? While the doctor was telling them this news, she felt the baby kick. She felt like it was a sign from God. She said, I’m not going to be the one to end the pregnancy. In spite of 100 percent fatality rate, they decided to give God the full pregnancy to do a miracle. And I’ll tell you this, nothing will put you on your knees like a sick child. There is a story in the Bible about David after his affair with Bathsheba, he was picking up the pieces of his own life and I’m sure he was dealing with shame himself and then he was confronted with this moment where his son is deathly ill and the Bible tells us what David did. II Samuel 12:16

16 David contended with God for the child.

There is not a fairy tale ending to this story. For seven days, David put on sackcloth, ashes, doesn’t eat, yet despite his best effort, David’s son died. So Dan said, I know that is a strange Scripture to draw inspiration from but he said we just determined that no matter what would happen, we were going to contend for our baby. They said this is going to be a contending season. And they had to fight the inclination to grieve, fight those feelings of hopelessness. I love what Dan said. Don’t rob God of the opportunity to do a miracle. I don’t have time to tell you how this miracle happened. It is unbelievable but the reality is that the rest of their pregnancy, they were living in the valley of the shadow of death but they were contending and pitching their tent in the land of hope. July 11, 2013, their baby girl is born two months premature, weighted in at two pounds twelve ounces but here’s the amazing thing, she let out a cry. You can’t cry if your lungs don’t work. New parents, cries kind of drive us crazy, right? We don’t want our babies to cry. I doubt there has ever been a mother who was more excited about hearing her baby cry. What do you do when you get that kind of diagnosis or when a marriage is just really struggling or maybe you came here to do something and that something looks like it is further away than when you came here? What do you do? Here’s what I know for sure. Contending for what you believe in is harder than conceding to what you are afraid of but it is the only option if you live by faith. And that is what hope is.
So the question is, where have you given up on God. I can’t promise the ending. I don’t know how it is going to end. I know we have an eternity to look forward to but here’s what I believe. There are seasons when you need to contend for your marriage, you need to contend for your children or you need to contend for the dream that God has put in your heart or you need to contend for the faith that God has put in you. You have to contend for those things and I want you to know that you are not alone. 

Two things, one, we’ve got an incredible prayer team at all of our campuses, incredible people who believe in the power of prayer. We just go to God in prayer and we believe in a God who can do miracles. And then I want you to know as you are contending that there is a God who is contending for you. Before you woke up this morning, after you go to sleep tonight, the Spirit of God is interceding for you with groanings that cannot even be put into words. God is contending for you! 

Let me close with this. I shared this with our men at the Play the Man event last weekend but I don’t think they will mind hearing it again. John L Sullivan is one of the greatest boxers in history. He was the last heavy weight champion of bare knuckle boxing, and the first heavy weight champion of gloved boxing. He held the title for a decade and he was undefeated until September 7, 1892 when he met a boxer named Gentleman Jim Corbett. Corbett did what no one had ever done before. He not only went 21 rounds with John L Sullivan, not only defeated John L Sullivan, he knocked him out and he won the heavy weight championship of the world. By the way, he gave the prize money to his church. That’s what I’m talking about! That bout against Sullivan is his most famous fight but it is the bout before that bout that just tells me who Jim Corbett was. On May 21, 1891, Corbett fought his cross town rival, a guy named Peter Black Prince Jackson. Sullivan wouldn’t fight him because he was black. Corbett fought him and he was actually the heavy weight champion of Australia. They worked at two different athletics clubs in San Francisco, so they met in this match and they fought for, are you ready for this, 61 rounds. And it ended in a no contest. 61 rounds. Who fights 61 rounds? I’ll tell you who, someone who has a life motto, fight one more round. That was Corbett’s motto, fight one more round. Here’s the full context. He said when your arms are so tired that you can hardly lift your hands to come on guard, fight one more round. When your nose is bleeding, your eyes are black and you are so tired that you wish your opponent would crack you one on the jaw and put you to sleep, fight one more round. Remembering the man who fights one more round is never whipped. Fight one more round. 

I wander if that is what Paul had in mind in Ephesians 6 when he said having done all to stand, stand, stand on the promises of God. 

Listen, failure is not getting knocked down, it is staying down. You want to know what faith is? Faith is getting up and fighting one more round. Do you want to know what hope is? Hope is coming back out of the corner in the 61st round. This is more than a pep talk. This is going to take the Spirit of God at work within you. But the Spirit of God is within you and that gives you power beyond human strength. It gives you gifting beyond human ability. It gives you wisdom beyond human knowledge. 
Let’s confront the brutal facts. I am not saying it is going to be easy or fun. I am saying, because the Bible says, that suffering produces perseverance, perseverance produces character and character produces hope. By the way, the part we left off right after this, hope does not disappoint. 

I know the plans I have for you declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and to give you a hope and a future.

Let’s pray.

God You know because we are your children, you know a prayer before it is even formulated into words, God You know a need before it even actualizes, God You know a thought before those synapsis even fire and God You certainly know those places in our lives where we have lost hope. God I pray that You would come into those places right now as we believe for and trust in, as we exercise our faith. God I pray that hope would not just fill but flood our hearts, and not just a hope that our circumstances would change, but a hope in a God who is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine according to his power that is at work within us. God I pray for those who this weekend would put their hope, their eternal hope, in the Lord Jesus Christ for the first time, that God You would meet them right here right now in this moment. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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