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Martin Luther said, “There are two ways of believing. One way is to believe about God: 

this is knowledge or observation rather than faith. The other way is to believe in God, as I do 

when I put my trust in God, surrender myself to God and make bold to deal with God.” 

The Apostle Paul has spent three chapters explaining the justification, faith, and grace 

formula. We will save the exploration of how this happens for another day. Our focus this 

morning is not believing about God but believing in God. In today’s scripture Paul adds a new 

dimension to his being saved by grace formula: hope. Out of Abraham’s faith came a hope that 

could face down hopeless situations.  

Despite all the evidence to the contrary, Abraham’s faith enabled him to have a laughing 

hope. It is a laughing hope, because it is absurd, impossible, ridiculous and so far fetched that 

most people burst out laughing even at the idea of a 100-year-old man and a 90-year-old barren 

woman having a child. Their offspring creating a great and numerous nations. The have tried all 

their life, about seventy-four years, to have a child. The circumstances say it is impossible. 

Abraham and Sarah are in the twilight of life. Sarah is infertile. There were no fertility clinics 

back then. Yet, Abraham and Sarah believed in God, sustained by a laughing hope.  

Listen to the story once more this time from The Message paraphrase, Romans 4:13-25 

(MSG) “That famous promise God gave Abraham--that he and his children would possess 

the earth--was not given because of something Abraham did or would do. It was based on 

God's decision to put everything together for him, which Abraham then entered when he 

believed. If those who get what God gives them only get it by doing everything they are told 

to do and filling out all the right forms properly signed, that eliminates personal trust 

completely and turns the promise into an ironclad contract! That's not a holy promise; 

that's a business deal. A contract drawn up by a hard-nosed lawyer and with plenty of fine 

print only makes sure that you will never be able to collect. But if there is no contract in the 

first place, simply a promise--and God's promise at that--you can't break it. This is why the 

fulfillment of God's promise depends entirely on trusting God and God’s way, and then 

simply embracing God and what God does. God's promise arrives as pure gift. That's the 

only way everyone can be sure to get in on it, those who keep the religious traditions and 

those who have never heard of them. For Abraham is father of us all. He is not our racial 

father--that's reading the story backwards. He is our faith father. We call Abraham 

"father" not because he got God's attention by living like a saint, but because God made 

something out of Abraham when he was a nobody. Isn't that what we've always read in 

Scripture, God saying to Abraham, "I set you up as father of many peoples"? Abraham 

was first named "father" and then became a father because he dared to trust God to do 

what only God could do: raise the dead to life, with a word make something out of nothing. 



When everything was hopeless, Abraham believed anyway, deciding to live not on the basis 

of what he saw he couldn't do but on what God said he would do. And so he was made 

father of a multitude of peoples. God himself said to him, "You're going to have a big 

family, Abraham!" Abraham didn't focus on his own impotence and say, "It's hopeless. 

This hundred-year-old body could never father a child." Nor did he survey Sarah's 

decades of infertility and give up. He didn't tiptoe around God's promise asking cautiously 

skeptical questions. He plunged into the promise and came up strong, ready for God, sure 

that God would make good on what God had said. That's why it is said, "Abraham was 

declared fit before God by trusting God to set him right." But it's not just Abraham; it's 

also us! The same thing gets said about us when we embrace and believe the One who 

brought Jesus to life when the conditions were equally hopeless. The sacrificed Jesus made 

us fit for God, set us right with God.”  

God works through people with laughable hope transforming the world. Consider the 

laughing hope of Noah who built a huge boat on dry land. Think of the laughter until the flood 

came.  

All through history God has had laughable, impossible, impractical plans and most 

people didn’t get it. Generations after Abraham and Sarah, the Israelites had multiplied to be a 

great nation, but they were oppressed into slavery in Egypt. One bright sunny day a shepherd 

with a speech impediment, Moses, came to Pharaoh’s palace. Moses said, “Pharaoh, I just got a 

message from God. God says, ‘Let my people go!’” Can you imagine the snickering in the 

palace? “Moses arrived with this crazy idea: God wants us to give up our free labor? Ridiculous! 

Laughable!” We are the most civilized people on earth with the mightiest army. It is laughable 

that God is going to free God’s people with a shepherd who can’t even speak clearly.  

God must have been ludicrous to choose David a small boy who wasn’t even strong 

enough to walk in armor to fight the mighty, huge, seasoned warrior Goliath with a full arsenal 

of weapons. Yet David defeated him with a sling shot and a few stones. It seemed laughable, 

crazy, impossible, and impractical. It was also God’s big idea. 

Centuries later, a healer named Jesus made his way around Galilee saying, “If you want 

to save your life, you must lose it. If you give it away, you’ll find it.” It sounds like a ridiculous 

paradox. Jesus said other things that must have struck people as hopelessly idealistic. He said, 

“Love your neighbor and your enemy. Pray for those who persecute you.” Such instructions are 

contrary to conventional survival wisdom. They are laughable instructions, yet they are the 

promise and the agenda of God. 

 God loves us so much that God decided to save us through his son dying on a cross. We 

have all grown up with this story; but, imagine if you were seeing it in person or hearing it for 

the first time. Wouldn’t you think that an all powerful God of love could come up with a better 

plan? What if someone came to us today and said, “Take your bombers and make school 

classrooms, make your tanks into mobile medical clinics, use your technology to educate 

everyone, share your abundance of food with those who have none, reallocate the money you 

spend on prisons to investing in people to prevent crime, use more of your time to build loving 



relationships rather than working for money to get more stuff, open wide your borders inviting 

everyone to come. Would we accuse that person of being impractical, crazy, laughable, and 

maybe even traitorous? Scripture proclaims God’s mighty dream for us to beat our swords into 

plowshares and our spears into pruning hooks. What if some prophets were to come among us in 

North America and Europe and say, “It is the will of God that you consume less stuff for the sake 

of the poor and for the sake of the planet.” We might think that person hopelessly naive, the 

program laughable. And yet, wouldn’t it be consistent with God’s plea to care for creation and 

for our neighbors? Often God is calling us to do things that seem altogether out of character. God 

asks us to do things that would make others laugh. God still asks God’s people to do incredibly 

laughable things. Love your enemy. Pray for those who abuse you. See good in everyone. Unite 

in community with all people. God’s agenda is frequently so different from our own, so different 

from what is expected in our world. Yet which agenda really works? God’s? Or the world’s? 

History is full of people who laughed at God’s agenda of sharing, love, joy, and compassion.  

People keep on laughing and God keeps on inviting us to be those rare people that strive 

to live God’s will. Great courage, superior intelligence, tremendous power, abundant resources, 

money, even mighty strength won’t even come close to establishing God’s will on earth. It takes 

a laughable hope in the will of God. 

God first made the covenant promising children when Abraham was 75 years old. 

Abraham was looking forward to retirement. He was told to go to a new land, to pack up, to 

leave his relatives and friends which he did. Abraham maintained his faith in God and 25 years 

later at age 100 he had his son. 

In his book, “An Unstoppable Force—daring to become the church God had in mind,” 

Erwin McManus believes the church has fallen asleep and has become an organization instead of 

an organism, an institution instead of the body of Christ. He fears that too many of us have 

chosen standardization over uniqueness, predictability over surprise, tradition rather than 

transformation, comfort over servanthood and convenience over sacrifice. Erwin laments that too 

many people and churches have fallen asleep and are turning to political means to seek to regain 

what we once had through striving to live God’s laughable hope. Even as a moral majority, we 

will never accomplish what God can through a few people who have a laughable hope. Jesus 

won’t fix what we want to keep broken. We need to live our lives with the extravagant love and 

exuberant joy; we would, if we knew Jesus were coming back today and also with the patient 

wisdom that Jesus may not return for another million years. Erwin suggests that too many 

churches and people have survival as the supreme goal. Our purpose cannot be to survive, or 

even to thrive, but to lovingly serve. And sometimes servants die in the serving. It takes laughing 

hope to be willing to give up our conveniences and everything that places us above another; so, 

we can fully live in loving relation with everyone.   

Have we fallen asleep? Have we become distracted as Martin Luther suggests focusing 

on knowledge, believing about God but not truly believing in God? Are we more concerned 

about being right, than listening, seeing, the image of God in another? Are we more concerned 

about winning a disagreement than we are passionate in serving together? Are we more 



concerned about things and policies than people? Are we more concerned about what and how to 

believe than enjoying God and glorifying God forever? Are the problems with the world out 

there someplace or is the problem inside you and me? Are we more concerned with survival, 

success, and convenience than living God’s laughable hope that will transform every person and 

the entire cosmos? God is looking, scanning, and searching for people with laughable hope 

willing to do the impossible.   

Thornton Wilder writes, “Hope is a projection of the imagination; so is despair. Despair 

all too readily embraces the ills it foresees; hope is an energy that arouses the mind to explore 

every possibility to combat them. In response to hope the imagination is aroused to picture every 

possible issue. To try every door, to fit together even the most heterogeneous pieces in the 

puzzle.”  

With a laughing hope we can do the impossible. Out of his experience with a corrupted, 

dry-bone, institutionalized faith, Martin Luther re-read his Bible and breathed the air of 

Reformation back into the church. Lying on his back, his "canvas" curving overhead, 

Michelangelo produced the glory of the Sistine Chapel. Stone-deaf Beethoven composed music 

so moving that it still moves audiences. Martin Luther King Jr. not only had a dream he started 

making his dream a reality. Unwavered by health risks and spares resources Mother Teresa’s had 

a laughable hope for the poor and sick of Calcutta inspiring millions to join her compassionate 

love. The Good News of the gospel. Jesus, the best has come, the Holy Spirit, the best is with us 

now, and with a laughing hope the best is come into our life. Amen   


