A future hope by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 26 July 2026 at St John the
Baptist Church, Aldenham

Reading(s): Romans 8:26-39

Introduction: The journey home

Here’s a quiz-type question for you: Which new film by
Stephen Nolan is about a journey home?

Yes, it’s The Odyssey, based on the ancient Greek epic poem
by Homer, the story of the adventures of Odysseus on his
perilous journey home to Greece after winning the war
against the city of Troy.

| haven’t seen the film, but | am in the middle of listening to
the original work of Homer on audiobook. The book opens in
Odysseus’s home city of Ithaca, where his wife Penelope has
been waiting for many years for her husband to return from
the war. She is pestered by suitors seeking her hand in
marriage, and is accompanied by Telemachus, the son who
has never known his father. We then cut to Odysseus himself,
and learn what has happened to him through his own account
of his adventures since leaving Troy.

Odysseus’s journey by sea should have been no more than
600 miles, but it takes 10 years, due to a combination of
foolish actions by his companions and the capricious
machinations of the gods. Odysseus has to contend with
monsters, shipwreck and the amorous attentions of the
goddess Calypso, who keeps him on her island for seven
years.



Back to the Bible

What has this got to do with today’s reading from Romans
chapter 8? you may well ask. Not much directly, but in
reading up on ancient Greek mythology and religion | was
struck by the huge difference between their view of the
universe and that of the New Testament. Both are ways of
looking at the often chaotic nature of the world, where
human beings are often afflicted with wars, disease and
natural disasters, things that often come out of the blue, what
Shakespear described as “the slings and arrows of outrageous

fortune”?.

In the ancient Greek religion, the ups and downs of life are
attributed to the whims of the gods, who often act just like
spoilt children with superhuman powers, bestowing blessings
on favoured individuals, or punishing those who upset them
with all kinds of disasters. Zeus, the chief of the gods, has only
to see an attractive woman, human or goddess, and feels
himself entitled to have sex with her, with or without her
consent. His brother Poseidon, the god of the sea, is
responsible for the drowning of Odysseus’s companions.
Athena, the virgin goddess of wisdom, seems to come off
much better, especially in the story of Odysseus, whom she
guides and protects, speaking on his behalf to Zeus, who then
orders Calypso to release him to travel home to his family.

Today, if we no longer believe in the ancient gods, how can
we find meaning in the way things happen in the world?
There often seems to be no rhyme or reason to it. Suffering
seems to be unevenly distributed, with some people bearing

U Hamlet, Act 3 scene 1



what looks like far more than their fair share. Too often those
who have power and influence get away with hideous crimes,
while those who are vulnerable and powerless have to
contend with problems stacked one upon another.

Faced with the challenges of life, some people complain and
ask “why me?” while others face adversity with courage and a
“can do” attitude.

So what does the Christian faith have to say about all of this?
Can the Bible help us to make sense of this topsy-turvy world?

Insights from the Bible

| don’t have time in one sermon to survey the whole teaching
of the Bible on the problem of evil. In any case, the Bible
doesn’t offer one clear and definitive explanation that makes
complete sense of it all. But here are a few thoughts, before
we look at what Paul writes in his letter to the Romans.

One obvious cause of suffering is human selfishness and
greed, expressions of human rebellion against the authority of
God, expressed in the story of the Fall in Genesis chapter 3.

An obvious and topical example of human folly and greed is
the phenomenon of human-generated climate change, the
result of our quest for wealth and comfort since the Industrial
Revolution. Scientists since the 1960’s have increasingly
warned of the effects of carbon dioxide emissions on the
climate, but warnings have been ignored or explained away in
the interest of economic benefit, or because taking effective
measures against climate change would be politically
unpopular. The recent wildfires in Spain and southern France
have brought home to us how serious are the consequences



of our failure to act in time. But its results have already been
felt for many years in poorer countries, where farmers have
seen failed harvests through drought, or catastrophic storms
and flooding, threatening the lives of millions.

The pattern is often that the actions of one person or group
cause the suffering of others. But sometimes people try to
blame God for bad things that happen to innocent people.
Jesus was asked by his disciples whether a man’s blindness
was a punishment for his sin, or the sin of his parents.
Neither, he replied?. On another occasion he was invited to
comment on a recent massacre of Galileans by the Roman
governor Pontius Pilate, as if God had used this to punish
them. No, he replied, and then went on to mention a recent
accident where eighteen people had been crushed to death
by a falling tower. That wasn’t their fault either, Jesus said.?

Adam’s story

In my last church we had a
talented guitarist called
Adam, who died aged 34 of
lung cancer, leaving a wife
and two small children.
Adam had never smoked. He
wrote a statement for his
wife to read out at his
funeral, expressing gratitude to his family and friends, and
including these words:

2 John 9:1-3
3 Luke 13:1-5



“l so wanted to have longer to savour this world and all the
people | love, but unfortunately my time has come. | am
not angry, bitter or resentful. | am genuinely grateful,
blessed and honoured for everything | have been given.”

Adam’s death was a tragedy, especially for his wife and
children and the rest of his family. But what was so evident in
his message was that he focussed on all that was good in the
world, and the blessings he had received.

One illustration that comes to mind is that of a glass that is
half empty — or is it half full? The glass and its contents are
the same, whichever way you describe it. Some of us are
more prone to focussing on what is wrong in the world, and
on the hardships we have to endure. Others choose to reflect
on the positive aspects of life, including the good things that
can come even out of a terrible tragedy, such as the kindness
and self-sacrifice shown by strangers who stop to help, the
courage of firefighters who put their lives at risk to save
others from a fire, and the positive changes that people make
in their lives following a harrowing experience, sometimes
starting a charity, or campaigning for changes in the law to
prevent others from suffering.

Romans 8

And so we come to what Paul writes in the eight chapter of
his letter to the church in Rome. Last week we read this:

18| consider that the sufferings of this present time are not
worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us.

19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of
the children of God; ?°for the creation was subjected to futility,
not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in



hope 2! that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage
to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children
of God. 22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning
in labour pains until now; 22and not only the creation, but we
ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly
while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 2* For
in hope we were saved...*

To be honest, | can’t say that | fully understand everything
that Paul says or implies here. But what is abundantly clear is
that he believes God is in charge, and that the present chaotic
state of the world is only temporary. God has indeed allowed
things to be as they are, but this is all part of his much bigger
purpose for the universe. Something much more wonderful
will be revealed in God’s time, and our faith in God reassures
us that we will be part of it.

Last week | concentrated on what Paul wrote about our
identity as sons and daughters of God, and how we can know
this for ourselves by the working of the Holy Spirit within us.

And so in this week’s instalment of Romans 8 we are assured
that when we don’t know how to pray about the difficult
situations we face, God’s Spirit within us will pray along with
us, praying according to the will of God:

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know
how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with
sighs too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart,
knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit
intercedes for the saints according to the will of God.”

4 Romans 8:18-24 NRSV
> Romans 8:26-27 NRSV



However things may seem, our lives are part of God’s great
plan for the universe.

As you will have heard, the Bayeux tapestry has recently been
brought to London. Life can be thought of as a tapestry. If you
look at it from the back, there are all sorts of threads of
different colours, but the design of the picture that has been
sewn is not clear. To see that, you have to turn the tapestry
over and look at the front. Now it all makes sense. Here in this
life we can only see the back of the tapestry. There seem to
be a lot of loose ends. But on God'’s side he is weaving a
beautiful picture, and our lives, with all their ups and downs,
are part of it. This is what | think Paul means when he writes:

We know that all things work together for good for those who
love God, who are called according to his purpose.®

What'’s more, as children of God we can rely on him to help us
face all kinds of adversity. Paul himself had been through
persecution, beatings and many other hardships. In his
second letter to the church in Corinth he writes that

we were so utterly, unbearably crushed that we despaired of
life itself.”

Later in that letter he lists many other things he has suffered?.
So when he writes this chapter to the church in Rome, he is
speaking from experience, and | find the following words both
inspiring and encouraging:

® Romans 8:28 NRSV
72 Corinthians 1:8 NRSV
8 2 Corinthians 11:23-29



What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us,
who is against us? He who did not withhold his own Son, but
gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us
everything else?’

Paul goes on to say that God does not condemn us, as we
have been completely washed clean of our sins through the
death of Jesus for us on the Cross. Jesus himself is standing at
God’s right hand, interceding for us. Nothing can separate us
from God’s infinite love for us, and so Paul is convinced that

in all these things we are more than conquerors through
him who loved us.®

Conclusion

Like Odysseus, we are on a journey home. Our home is in
heaven, and along the way we may meet with all kinds of
adversities. | have no doubt that all of us have had our share.
But unlike Odysseus, we have a God who created the
universe, who loves each one of us, and who and will one day
bring everything to a glorious conclusion.

| wonder whether you have known the comfort that these
words of Paul can bring? If not, | hope that our little
exploration of Romans chapter 8 this week and last will be an
encouragement to you as you face your own struggles, and as
you pray for and support others. Why not read the chapter
through for yourself, and then use the promises contained
here to pray for yourself, for others and for the world?

9 Romans 8:31-32 NRSV
10 Romans 8:35 NRSV



