Hebrews 12:1-3 (1984 NIV)
Running Well the Race of Faithfulness

Introduction

My late father-in-law had only been to church on two occasions all his life.
The first time was when he gave his daughter (i.e. my wife) to me in
marriage. The second was when he attended a Moon-Cake Festival
special event organized by a church. A well-known Cantonese opera
artiste was at that event to sing and to give her testimony. However, his
heart was still far from being receptive to Christianity.

In 1994, he suffered from lung cancer. | used to visit him very often during
that period with my family. One evening, | asked him if | could pray for him
before | left. He consented. | prayed, and in that prayer, | incorporated the
Gospel before praying for his health. Since then, | would pray for him
before leaving.

Unfortunately, his condition got worse. As if angry with me, he would give
me a “dirty” look whenever | prayed for him. He was becoming too weak to
talk. But from his unfriendly look, it was as if he was saying to me, “What
an impotent God you have. Look what happens to me in spite of all your
prayers!” But | decided not to be deterred by his quiet hostility and
continued to pray for him in his presence.

A lady minister in my mother-in-law’s church also visited him regularly.
Again, he would show his unfriendly look to her. And this lady would also
ignore his quiet hostility and sing Christian hymns and pray for him.

| had also asked an elderly friend, a retired pastor, to minister to him.
Again, my father-in-law was indulging in so much discouragement that my
friend found it hard to reach out to him. However, this dear brother still
visited him a number of times to share the Gospel with him.

Then one evening, the unexpected happened. As my family and | were
about to leave, my wife pleaded with him to believe in Jesus Christ with a
deep sense of urgency and sincerity. To our great surprise, he paused,
thought hard for a moment, and then nodded his head. | had to ask him
again to confirm if he knew what he was doing. He nodded his head again.
| then asked him to say the sinner’s prayer after me silently, but sincerely,
in his heart (he was too weak to speak then). After the prayer, he nodded
his head again in response to my asking him if he had indeed believed in
Jesus Christ and said the prayer in his heart.
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He died about two weeks later.

Looking back, | realize that the Lord has set us—my wife, our Christian
brother and sister, and myself—on a race of faithfulness. In reaching out
and ministering to my ailing father-in-law, our faithfulness was tested. It
was a race in the sense that once started, we were all challenged by the
Lord to keep going in spite of the odds.

The Christian pilgrimage of living for and serving the Lord is like running a
spiritual race of faithfulness. The writer of Hebrews wants us to know some
realities about it if we are to run it well.

The first reality is that ...

l. This race is not easy because living a life pleasing to God is no easy
task (v. 1b).

The writer cautions the people to be prepared for the struggles that will come. He
says, “Throw off everything that hinders.” There are things that come our way
and make it difficult for Christians to live and witness in this world. In other words,
Christians can expect to suffer hardship simply because they are Christians.
Therefore, it is not true to say that just because a person obeys Jesus Christ,
everything will be easy and smooth.

The writer warns that we can become too attached or involved in certain things in
this world that we become hindered in our faith life. We make it difficult for
ourselves to live the faith life. So, he calls on Christians to “throw off everything
that hinders”. It implies a runner taking off some weights that slow him down so
as to run faster and easier. If the Christian life is like a race, then believers are to
take off those extra things that weigh us down, set them aside, and run with
perseverance the race before us. It is unloading the non-essentials in life, not
that they are necessarily evil, but that they just get in the way.

What is a “weight” that hinders our spiritual race?

e A “weight” in life here may not be a sin. It is something that may be
legitimate—perhaps a blessing or even a gift from God. But it hinders us in
our race. And what is a weight to me may not be a weight to another. A
weight in this sense may be some good thing loved to excess so much so
that it becomes a hindrance, not a help, in our race.

George Caywood in his book, “Escaping Materialism” (pp. 55-56),
narrated the experience of a friend. This person took a trip to China
and visited an underground church. Before the service began, he
asked some leaders of that church, “What are you teaching these



days?” They said, “The Book of Acts.” This man got excited and
said, “I have just finished a study of Acts in my church. Can | share
in your service?” The leaders paused and then replied, “Sure, if you
want to.”

So he preached using a translator. When he had finished, he sat
down and then started to worry. After the service, he went to one of
the brothers and asked, “Have | gotten you in trouble? You let a
foreigner preach.” They replied quickly, “No, but we thought you
understood. We’re not in trouble, but YOU might go to prison.”

Caywood’s friend was stunned. He then asked, “Go to prison?” The
leaders replied, “Oh yes, we go to prison four or five months of the
year. But it doesn’t matter. Jesus is with us when we are not in
prison. Jesus is with us when we are in prison. We are just as
happy in prison as out of prison. Life just goes on. We serve God.”

This man related his experience to Caywood, “You know, George,
they live in a different world. A few Sundays before, the police had
come to the service, standing in the back as a group. One of the
brothers went to them and said, “We love you. We know what your
responsibility is and we want to encourage you to do what you have
to do. Protect yourselves. But we're going to preach the Gospel.”

What do we learn from this story of the believers in China? It is
this—all of life boils down to living for Christ. Their formula is Jesus
+ Nothing = Joy. If we replace the “Nothing” in the formula with a
(say) material wealth, we can end up serving God and material
wealth. A legitimate blessing or gift from God becomes a “weight” in
our spiritual race. But if we learn to serve God alone, we can enjoy
wealth when we have it, and yet not live in anxiety when we do not
have it.

A “weight” may be a resentment against someone. Perhaps, that person is
indeed as unjust and undeserving as you think. But all your resentment
will not change him/her, but it will definitely change you. It will turn you into
a very negative person. You have to put aside this weight of negativism so
that you can run your race unhindered.

And the writer of Hebrews tells us not only to throw away the “weight” that
hinders, but also “the sin that so easily entangles”. All sins do entangle us
easily. The sin here is not so much a singular sin. Rather, it is anything
that characterizes sin. Just as we do with the cumbersome “weight”, we
are to do the same with any habit, act, thought, or attitude of sin in us—
throw it off and not hide it away.



Many years, | had to deal with a health problem in me. | was a little
overweight and my blood pressure was a little high. The doctor
decided to send me for a treadmill test. | had done the test before
and had passed it easily on that occasion. So, | went to this second
one with a sense of confidence. Unfortunately, | found myself
struggling to keep going just after five minutes. In fact, my knees
were feeling weak and | could hardly keep myself on my feet. The
nurse in attendance must also be very alarmed by my lack of
fitness—she actually pleaded with me to stop. | forced myself to go
on just for a while longer before | quitted (too proud to just give up
like that!). The result received was: “Inconclusive”.

When my doctor saw the result, he took a good look at me. He then
said, “I think you are carrying too much weight. | want to send you
for another treadmill test at a later date. But before that, try losing
some weight and do some jogging.”

When it was time for the test, | was already a much lighter and fitter
person. It was easy this time and | passed the test. Not only that,
my blood pressure was back to normal—automatically on its own
without medication.

Weights and sins can so easily weigh us down and entangle us. We must break
free from them.

The second reality about running this race of faithfulness is that ...

Il. Though living a life pleasing to God is no easy task, it is possible (vv.
la, 1c, 2-3).

Hebrews 12:1a tells us that we are not alone in this race. In fact, we are
surrounded by a cloud of witnesses. These were people who had gone way
before us, and demonstrated that it was possible to run well this race of
faithfulness.

We look back at Heb. 11 and see a long list of those who had been found faithful.
And every one of these mentioned did it though it had never been easy.

- Noah was mentioned and he took 120 years to build the ark. Noah not
only took a long time, he also had to bear much ridicule from his
contemporaries. They could not believe that God would judge their
wickedness by a flood. After all, who would believe a tidal flood would rush
into desert land.

- Then there was Abraham. He obeyed God and left his comfortable
homeland to somewhere out there and only God knew where. He waited
hopefully for a son when both he and his wife were in their advanced age



because God promised him so. And when the son was born and grew up,
he was all ready to sacrifice him because God instructed him so. Abraham
wanted to be faithful to God but others would probably ridicule him as
crazy.

- Joseph was mentioned. His own brothers sold him into slavery. In Egypt,
he was falsely accused of crimes he did not commit and was thrown into
prison. But even in the doldrums, he remained faithful to God. When he
eventually reached a position of power at the top as 2" only to Pharaoh in
Egypt, he was still faithful to God. It doesn’t take much to be faithful to
God when things are going your way. But when in the doldrums and
everything seemed to fall apart, Joseph was still found faithful to God.

The list of withesses goes on—Moses, Samson, Samuel, David and many
others. They form this great cloud of withesses to cheer us on in this race of
faithfulness. They are there shouting these words, “Don’t give up! Don’t grow
weary! Don’t lose heart! Run with perseverance the race marked out for you! We
did the wrong things at times. We were slow at times. But we ran our race with
perseverance. We made it. So can you!”

But the stories of these witnesses of faithful ones can only inspire and encourage
us. They do not give us the power to do it. This power comes only from one—
Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith (v. 2). And so we are to fix our eyes
on Jesus. He is the only one who began and completed the whole distance of
faithfulness. He set the one perfect example and witness of what faithfulness is
all about.

And Jesus’ example is that of always yielding to the will of God. He did not need
to endure the shame of the cross and the opposition of sinful men. But He did.
He did not give up because of the joy of finishing well the race of faithfulness that
God had for Him. He ran and finished it well, and He now sits on the right hand of
God (vv. 2-3). Jesus sitting down signifies that He has completed the race. More
importantly, He sits down at the right hand of God and this signifies that He is in
a position of favour and power; that He has run and finished well for God.

Every Christian (yes, every church) needs to hear this because it is so easy to
give up. It is so easy to say, “We don’t have to do this anymore. We don’t have to
take all this nonsense anymore.” But then, that may mean yielding to our own
will. We want to spare ourselves of embarrassment, inconvenience, pain, and
hard work. We want to have it good without working hard.

In running our race of faithfulness, we often grow weary and lose heart. The deuvil
can accuse us. Other people can accuse us. We can even accuse ourselves. So
we become tempted to give up. But we are NOT without hope or help if we fix our
eyes on Jesus because of what He has endured and done on the cross. This is
important because the will of God may be for us to endure; to persevere. To yield
to His will, we cannot afford to look at ourselves, our circumstances, or other



people. We need to fix our eyes on Jesus. He is our only hope, example and
reason to keep on.

We fix ourselves on Jesus as our example. Before He commenced His public
ministry, culminating in His great act of atonement, He was an unknown
carpenter’s son for almost 30 years of His earthly life. He was engaged in small
acts as a servant long before His great act as the Saviour. Pastor Rick Warren in
his book, “The Purpose Driven Life” (p. 261), comments that “the race to be a
leader is crowded, but the field is wide open for those willing to be servants.”

Indeed, fixing our eyes onto Jesus is to grow like Christ by developing a servant’s
heart when we are willing to do anything needed. We can serve upward to those
above us. We can serve downward to those in need. In all cases, a real servant
does every task with equal dedication. Thus, the race of faithfulness is a test of
our commitment to faithfulness in our servanthood.

Rick Warren (“The Purpose Driven Life”, p. 262) describes a real servant as one
not engaging in “eye service"—i.e. not serving in order to let others see and
impress them so as to gain their approval or applause. Self-promotion and
servanthood don’t mix. Yes, a servant may be serving many people, but a
servant of the Lord is ultimately faithful to only One Person—i.e. Jesus Christ
Himself. That's what it means to fix one’s eyes on Jesus.

The race of faithfulness is a test because even when we are serving in some
obscure or small ways in which we feel unknown and unappreciated, we must
believe that the Lord knows our “address™—i.e. He has put us there, and He
wants us to stay there. The race of faithfulness set before us may well be for us
to start as ordinary servants and not end as extraordinary celebrities.

e Your ministries vary according to your giftedness and calling from God.

e You may be a respected deacon helping to chart the direction of the
church.

e You may be a prominent worship leader standing behind the pulpit, and
drawing others to worship at the throne of divine grace.

e You may be a well-liked usher greeting worshippers at the entrance every
Sunday morning.

e You may be that unseen person hidden in the kitchen, and helping to
prepare refreshments during the fellowship time.

e You may be a homemaker taking care of family needs, not a high-profile
professional in the marketplace.

But in the Lord’s sight, no ministry in His name is insignificant. If you believe God
has placed you in a certain ministry, then your service there is important because
that’s the Lord’s “address” for you—He puts you there and He wants you to stay
there till He leads you elsewhere. And the church makes a mistake when we



intentionally or unintentionally play up one kind of ministry/giftedness/calling over
and above another.

About one hundred years ago a famous British naturalist, Dr. Alfred
Russell Wallace, wrote a fascinating chapter in one of his books entitled
“The Importance of Dust”. Why did he consider dust to be important?

To begin with he says in his book that the beautiful colours in the sky, the
blue of the summer, the tints of sunset, are all due to the presence of dust.
He goes on to say that the beauty of the world is due to the ever changing
colour of the sky, and all that would vanish if not for the dust. Dr. Wallace
says that without dust the sky would appear absolutely black and the stars
would be visible all day.

When you realise that these little particles of matter floating in the air are
responsible for blue sky, the flush of dawn, the crimson sunset and the
colours in the clouds, we have much to thank God for dust.

That is not all that dust does for us. Dr. Wallace says that it is because of
the dust we get mist and cloud and soft refreshing rain. Without it we
would have perpetual sunshine that would turn our land into a sandy
desert, while the hills and mountains would be devastated by raging
torrents. This would render life on earth impossible. It is the dust that
saves us from being burnt up by the sun or washed away by roaring
floods.

But dust is not the only seemingly useless thing that God uses. He takes
men and women who seem so ordinary, and makes them play a part in
life. Jesus took his disciples, sinners, tax collectors, thieves—people who
were often despised and trampled on like dirt—and made them into noble
men and women and servants of God. After all, God even made the crown
of all creation—the first man and woman—in His own image and out of
dust.

So, nothing is too insignificant to be used by God to bring forth His great
purposes. The same God who made such good use of dust can make
good use of us if we will let Him. No one is too insignificant to be used by
God. No person’s service in His name is too insignificant in His sight at all.

(http://www.sermonillustrator.org/illustrator/sermon2a/importance_of dust.
htm)

You may have struggled with this question—"Has God called me to be faithful in
service, and not to be fruitful in success?" Let me close with some brief
comments on this.



e One, faithfulness is so needed today. And faithfulness demands
consistency. We are to be consistent in that we are to act
congruent with what we say we believe to be important. A
minimal requirement for Christians should be reliability.

However, there are two drawbacks to merely being faithful:

- Just being faithful can cause us to become irrelevant. We
can be faithful to an ideal, while losing touch with the needs
around us. Faithfulness should lead to fruitfulness. When
we refuse to evaluate our ministries by acceptable criteria for
success, we can hide behind the virtue of faithfulness.

- The tendency is to judge ourselves by our intent rather than
productivity. We are apt to become self-conceited or self-
deceived. We mock at the growth and success of others in
drawing people, but so blind to how ineffective we are in
touching lives. We argue that spiritual things cannot be
measured and we despise the numbers game. And so we
continue to be faithful—faithful to continue with our own
ineffective ways of doing things.

e Two, faithfulness and fruitfulness are not mutually exclusive. Note
that John 15 combines faithfulness with fruitfulness. Those who
remain (faithful) in Christ will bear fruit (success). Of course,
fruitfulness is not an automatic result of faithfulness. But
Faithfulness moves us towards productive behaviour—i.e. we are
to be faithful in a productive way—so that the fruit of the Great
Commandment (virtue of Christian love) and the fruit of the Great
Commission (conversion of lost people) are both visible
testimonies of God’s goodness because of our faithfulness to
Him.

Where has God called and placed you to serve? At that “address” you are to stay
and serve with faithful diligence. As you serve, ask God to help you grow in
Christlikeness by fixing your eyes on Jesus, reminding yourselves that He was
faithful and diligent right to the end. He started off by being born in a humble
manger. He ended up by dying on a cross—not as a celebrity, but as a criminal
according to the law of the land (“The Purpose Driven Life”, p. 263).

With much freedom to practice our faith in Singapore, our service in His name is
hardly seen as criminal according to the law of our land. But even if our service in
His name does not make a celebrity of sort out of us, we continue to serve with
Jesus as our example—i.e. faithful and diligent in our service, and making a
difference in our church and the lives of others.



Yes, because Jesus is the author and perfecter of our faith, we can finish the
race of faithfulness well. Jesus Himself is the judge of our every effort to live well
for Him. We may not be perfect, but in Him we can always make progress. And
He appreciates us for that no matter how men may ridicule us.

Conclusion

The Christian pilgrimage of living for and serving the Lord is like running a
spiritual race of faithfulness. The writer of Hebrews wants us to know some
realities about this race.

It is never an easy race. Yet it is always possible to run it well. The Lord remains
our only resource. He had empowered many who had gone before us to finish it
well.

Let's seek the Lord to empower us to run well the race of faithfulness because
we have decided to be faithful, not mediocre, for His glory. Amen!



