“Run With Perseverance”

Hebrews 12:1-13

May 15, 2011

Read Hebrews 12:1-13

We are deep into this sermon series in Hebrews. As you may remember, this book of the Bible was originally a sermon delivered to an early congregation. We have moved from the high theology of the superiority of Christ – superior to angels, to Moses, to Aaron and the priests; the supreme, once-for-all sacrifice for our sins – and we now get to where the rubber meets the road. What does this all mean to us? It means we who have been called together to live as Christ’s disciples live by faith.

Last week, chapter 11’s Hall of Faith was designed to remind the congregation – and us – of the heroes of God. In worldly terms, their success was suspect; in God’s terms, they were the most valued of all: faithful. “Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible.” (Hebrews 11:2-3)

If you were listening to the entirety of the book of Hebrews in one sitting, this is the place where the preacher would be working up a crescendo. Chapter 11 builds and builds and builds to this place where the preacher transitions from reciting history to exhorting the congregation to apply the lessons learned. 

Running With Perseverance The Race Set Before us
Because we are surrounded by this great cloud, this great host, of witnesses whose lives bear testimony to the significance of faith, we need to “lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely.” It is a word picture easy to understand; but is much more difficult to obey. 

The word picture is of an athlete preparing for a race. Runners then were the same as runners now; runners run better light. They do not wear heavy clothing – in fact, in those days, they wore next to nothing or nothing at all. They may train using weights, but the race is run without anything extra so that they can move as quickly as they can towards the finish line. Further, they are careful where they step so as to avoid tripping and injury.  

Perhaps this illustration is too well known to hear with fresh ears. Let me try it like this: yesterday was the Preschool’s Truck Touch. One of the trucks was an ambulance. Here was an emergency vehicle, designed to go quickly to all sorts of unpredictable situations. There was a lot of equipment on there, but none was superfluous. Some may never be used, but it was necessary because emergencies are not predictable. Nothing was on that vehicle without a purpose. Why? Because to weigh it down with unnecessary things would be to slow down the response time and make it more difficult to pursue the purpose for which it was designed. The choice of equipment was intentional and all done with the ultimate goal of being prepared for the kinds of emergencies the crews will need to address.

To push the illustration further, the ambulance was equipped differently than the police car; both are different than a border patrol car; and all three are different than a dump truck. Each was prepared differently and each is important to the purpose for which it was created. All of them use fuel, all of them have wheels, and all of them travel the roads; and it is imperative that the driver of each knows where they are supposed to go and what they are supposed to do. A dump truck would make a poor ambulance. Yet both are necessary and both are valued. 

The same is true of Christians. We have each been uniquely gifted and we offer something that benefits the whole. We do not all have the same gifts and we do not all do the same activities; yet we are all equipped to run the race God has set before us.

Are there things weighing you down as you run the race of faith? What are the obligations and concerns that prevent you from investing, engaging, and throwing yourself into the life of faith to which God has called you? 

· For some people, it is their home. Trying to keep up appearances, maintaining their décor, keeping up the yard or decorations, takes a lot of time and energy. It may be fulfilling in one sense, but it becomes a burden when the thought of doing something else would impinge on that time. 

· For others, it is their job. The demands of trying to get ahead, to make a good impression, to get a better income; all these things get in the way of spending time in prayer, participating in worship, reaching out in mission, or developing fellowship and friendships with others. 

· For others, it is fear of the unknown. We are anxious stepping outside of our comfort zones, afraid of how others will respond or how they will think of us. 

If you look at your calendar, have you left any time for God? If so, how much and when? And when choices have to be made about giving up something on your calendar, do you give up God or the other things? 

Now, I want to be careful here. I am not suggesting that you do nothing other than activities sponsored by the church and that you must conform your schedule to the calendar we set. I am suggesting that you evaluate how you make choices about what you do and how you spend the time God has given you. 

We celebrated the life of Judy Dayton Galliher on Friday.  Part of the witness of her life was the way she devoted herself to the ministry of informing her friends and family about the symptoms of ovarian cancer. She was responsible for setting up meetings with the School District to get out the information. She also became heavily involved in her support group. She also attended leadership training so that she could give speeches to physicians and medical teams to help them identify the initial symptoms women feel before being diagnosed with ovarian cancer. The race she was called to run in the last days of her life was to try to help others. She glorified God by using the strength she had left to be a blessing to others. Pursuing that call took priority over trying to “get as much out of life as she could”, it took priority over feeling sorry for herself. Those would have been weights she set aside; they would have been traps that could have tripped her up. 
Running with perseverance the race set before us means setting priorities and making choices based upon what is most valuable. It is worth noting that the Greek word for witness here – a great cloud (or host) of witnesses – is martyr. As the generations of the church went on – much as they had prior to Christ – there were witnesses to the church whose faith cost them dearly. They were tortured, ostracized, financially ruined, expelled from their cities, and simply treated badly. Yet they kept their eyes on the prize. They valued the grace they had received from God more highly than their personal safety and security. 

The ultimate example is Jesus. It is why we keep our eyes set on him. Here, the preacher described him as “the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.” We often point to this phrase as a great comfort to Christians. Jesus is the one who began our faith and is the one who brings it into completion. In our Calvinist heritage, this is the “P” of “TULIP”: perseverance of the saints. (For those who are interested, the rest of the 5 point acronym for Calvin’s theology is as follows: 

· T = total depravity

· U = unconditional election

· L = limited atonement

· I = irresistible grace

· P = perseverance of the saints

Jesus will bring to completion what he has begun. For Christians who struggle with sin and wonder if they will ever grow out of sin, it is a comfort to remember that we “work out our salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who is at work in us, enabling us both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” (Philippians 2:12-13)

Yet the example of Jesus’ victory is incomplete without the description of his persevering through suffering: “who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.” He was obedient and endured trials because it yielded the peaceful fruit of righteousness.

Endure trials for the sake of discipline.

Marathon runners talk about “the wall.” It is a spiritual, physical, and emotional hurdle to training and continuing in the race. Here’s how one blogger, Megan Clark, described her experience of the wall:

At some point in the past month, I have hit my marathon training wall.
When I decided to run the marathon, I totally thought it was going to be a piece of cake. I mean, I love running, setting goals and accomplishing them and really - I'm a tough girl with abnormal amounts of energy - I thought I would blow through this, with a smile on my face.

Wooooah. I was wrong. This is the hardest thing I have ever done. I am exhausted, stressed out and I feel like I have too much on my plate. I'm lucky in the sense that I'm really involved with the running community and I have a billion people in my support system.
There was a point last week I felt that I was at my breaking point. Seriously, I was a mess. I started crying because the hill I was running up felt too hard. Get a grip, Clark, it's a hill, it's never going to be easy. I was running with a great friend who is also a veteran marathoner and she told me this was normal. We talked about everything I had going on and really tried to get to the root of the problem.
I felt like I still should, and wanted to be, as involved and active with all of my commitments as I have always been. There are … responsibilities I have to take care of - with my commitments, responsibilities, friends and boyfriend [-- and] I wasn't able to give 100% to anyone or anything - so on top of stretching myself far too thin to accommodate all of this, I felt like I was disappointing everyone because I just didn't have the energy or the heart to give my all. I decided I had to take some things off my plate. … I need[ed] to figure out what is really important to me.
A couple weeks ago, my best friend told me she missed me and that the only time we got to hang out is if she went for a run with me. I know this was just her giving me a hard time and she didn't mean anything more than that. … Running isn't so fun when you have to give up everything else. 

(http://blog.oregonlive.com/runoregon/2009/07/hitting_the_wall_in_marathon_t.html)
Faith isn’t so fun when you have to give up everything else. It may not always be fun, but it is worth it.

Discipline is hard. The preacher says so, which is why he exhorted the congregation to consider Jesus, so that they not grow weary or lose heart. The preacher did not deny the difficulties of the faith, but reminded them, “you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.” “Not yet” suggests that there may come a time when it would become necessary. 

Hard times are a given in the Christian life of discipleship. This may seem counterintuitive to the proclamation of grace and forgiveness of sins; however, Jesus and Scripture are consistent and clear that life here and now will be full of trials. Hard times have a purpose. There are any number of purposes hard times can serve: 

· hard times may be God’s way of teaching us that we are totally reliant on God and powerless in our own strength; 

· they may be that we are being used as an instrument of grace and witness for someone else to see and come to salvation; 

· they may to rebuke us from a path of sin; or, 

· they may be providing the opportunity for someone else to extend grace to us. 

Although we may not be able to pinpoint or articulate a reason during the time we are enduring, we do not lose hope and give up. We endure, holding onto the hope we have received in the promises of Jesus. Remember, “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, and the conviction of things not seen.” 

“Endure trials for the sake of discipline. God is treating you as children…” I often remember my childhood with much greater nostalgia than it deserves. I remember the idyllic summer days and nights, running around outside in our neighborhood carefree, playing games, and enjoying the freedom. As I read this, however, I am reminded of the nights of discipline: sitting with my parents as they review my report card, as they talk with me about “living up to my potential”, of being frustrated with not being able to do what I wanted, when I wanted. I remember wanting to grow up so no one could tell me what to do any longer. I wanted to be in control of my life and rebelled against their having any say over me. 

Now, I know how tough that was on my parents and how valuable that discipline was to me. Now, I appreciate what they did was out of love for me and that not doing would have been so much worse.  I hear myself saying the things they said; not because I enjoy saying them but because I love my girls enough that I want the best for them. Abby is about to finish her last year of elementary school and she is so excited to start middle school. Out of my mouth came the words my parents said to me, “Don’t wish away your days. Enjoy them for what is good in them because as soon as they are gone you can never go back.” 

Buck up.
Most importantly, remember that discipleship means following Jesus. “Come, follow me” involves movement. It involves going somewhere, doing something. Faith is not a product that can be consumed, nor is it a concept that can simply be contemplated. “Let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us.” Run. Persevere. You are in a race that God has designed for you, a race that requires your attention, your energy, your passion, and your commitment. 

But discipleship takes discipline; that is, perseverance. It is why it is so important to be connected to a body of believers who exhorts and encourages one another to become skilled in the word of righteousness and to engage one another so our faculties may become trained by practice to discern good from evil. 

There are many times when I hear people say, “Well, I just don’t know what to do.” Sure they do – we all do – what they mean is, “I am just not willing to commit myself to doing what I know I need to do.” Nike’s slogan, “Just Do It,” is both a rebuke and an exhortation. We know what we need to do and we have to stop figuring out reasons why we don’t or won’t. We want to wait just in case a better way comes along. We are waiting for the next fad to come along to make discipleship as easy as taking a pill a day.

Well, let me clue you in on a little secret: no fad is ever going to make discipleship easy. It takes perseverance. Let me be clear: when we proclaim Jesus is Lord with our lips and believe in our heart that God raised him from the dead, we can know that we have salvation by faith as a gift of grace – and we are adopted as children of God and co-heirs of the kingdom of heaven with Christ. But proclaiming Jesus as Lord is a daily choice – he is Lord of all of our life: every day, every decision, every choice, every word, and every action. When we say Jesus is Lord, we mean that we are his servants, his disciples 24/7, 365. 

The preacher and my point is this: buck up. “Lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of joint, but rather be healed.” We do know what to do; the question is whether we are willing to obey. For example, we all know we need to read the Bible. Here in the United States, there is ample access to Bibles so that everyone who would like to read one can. That is not true everywhere. The Bible is more than a coffee table decoration. 

The reason we need to study the Bible is not so we can learn more stuff; it is so we can engage the written Word of God. We do not need to know all the history, all the grammatical nuance, all of the context in order to be blessed – yes, those things make study richer – but there is blessing simply in dwelling in the Word. Do you have time to read? If not, what takes priority over it?

We do know what to do; the question is whether we are willing to obey. For example, we all know we need to pray. Prayer is more than a list of “I wish” statements. Prayer is getting on your knees before the one who is sovereign over your life, whom you serve, and to whom you are accountable for your life and actions.  Prayer is the community gathering in response to God’s commands to lift our hearts and intercede on behalf of others.

We do know what to do; the question is whether we are willing to obey. For example, we all know we need to love others: share in their joys, share in their sorrows. The one thing we are NOT to do is to leave one another alone. We are to encourage one another, rebuke one another, learn with one another, walk with one another: in other words, love one another.

We do know what to do; the question is whether we are willing to obey. For example, we all know we need to worship. We are to lay our lives at the foot of the cross as living sacrifices before God. We are to come to give to God: our praise, our prayers, our money as an offering. We worship in order to restore our trust in God alone. That way we are transformed by the renewing of our minds, so that we may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect. (Romans 12:2)

We do know what to do; the question is whether we are willing to obey. For example, we all know we need to bear witness. There is a video of the magician Penn Teller going around online. He is a committed atheist who was nonetheless touched by a fan’s willingness to share a Bible with him. He poses the question, “How much must you hate other people to withhold your testimony from them – if you really believe in the gospel, how can you NOT share it?”

Buck up.


Conclusion

Make no mistake, chapter 12 is a locker room speech; it is an exhortation to run with perseverance the race God has set before us. We are not alone: Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, will see us through to the end – in that, you can have faith and place your hope. Lift up your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees. There is much left to be done. Just do it.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
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