1
4

“The Journey of a Lifetime”

Hebrews 12:18-29

August 22, 2004


There is an ancient saying that comes to us from the Taoist religion, “A journey of a thousand years begins with one step.” Early in this twelfth chapter of Hebrews the writer reminds us that we have begun a journey that will eventually take us into eternity. That journey began when we embraced Jesus as our Savior and Lord. That one step launched our journey and that journey is not at all unlike an Olympic race to the gold. The writer tells us to “fix our eyes on Jesus” the one who began this race and won the first gold and the one who now sits at the right hand of the Father in heaven and cheers us on.


When the writer of Hebrews penned his letter those early Jewish Christians were enduring mighty persecutions. You remember Jesus’ warning that to follow him would invite terrible division? That is exactly what was happening! Jewish Christians found themselves persecuted and ridiculed by their neighbors, shunned by their favorite “Sunday school” teachers, excluded from the neighborhood get-togethers, and under constant criticism from their own families. Some had even been disowned by their families. How would you hold up to that? Thank God most of us don’t have to face that kind of persecution, at least not yet. They were doing what we would probably have been doing, they were beginning to have second thoughts about the wisdom of their decision. Was it really worth it?


The writer of Hebrews reminds them that they have taken that first step and have embarked on a journey from which they must not turn back. That to turn back, to return to the old ways was impossible, nothing would be the same, there was no going back.


Many things in life is like that! Not too long ago I had to make a trip to my hometown of Memphis to take care of some family matters. While I was there I decided to take a drive down memory lane, visiting the house we owned right before we came to St. Timothy, and driving by to see the house where I spent my childhood. That was a mistake! Our beautiful house, and the neighborhood in general, looked neglected. The house needed painting, the yard was a mess, the plants I had so lovingly planted  were either gone or looked un-kept.

That should have been a warning to me about looking back. But, no, I went right ahead and drove on over to the neighborhood of my childhood. I had no trouble finding the house, it was still there. The Christmas tree that we planted when I was about 8 was now dominating the front yard and towering twice as high as the little white clapboard house. And the neighborhood in which I spent many a warm summer evening playing under the street light? It had rotted into one of the worst drug areas in the Mid South. It was a scary place! You can’t go back! It won’t be the same. Some things are better left to memories.


But the writer of Hebrews reminds his readers that they shouldn’t want to go back anyhow because what they left behind wasn’t nearly as wonderful as what they now have. They have walked away from the fire and cloud covered desert mountain of Sinai that instilled fear and trembling, and are traveling toward the holy city of God filled with glory and “thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly”. They have left behind them the ridged laws of old, the hierarchy of the priesthood, and the endless bloody sacrifices, for the church of Jesus Christ, “the church of the first born whose names are written in heaven”. They have left behind fear and now walk in God’s love.


When the going gets rocky, for whatever reason, there is a natural tendency for us to look wistfully back to the past and wish that things were like they used to be. There are times when we would like to walk away from our commitment to the Lord and just live like in the good old days, with no responsibility and without a care in the world.

But of course, those days never really existed. If they had we would probably still be doing those things. Some discontent, some flaw we have forgotten, caused us to move on to these good old days. There was a reason we changed our lives, and if we could go back we would discover the reason waiting for us. We can’t go back!


There will come a day when the places like my old neighborhood, the crack cocaine havens, will cease to exist. They can be “shaken” and God will shake them to pieces. There will come a day for all of us when all of the things we have accumulated and all the awards we have posted on our walls will mean nothing, they will be shaken and will crumble like saltine crackers in a child’s hands. There will come a day when all of the divisions our devotion to Christ brought us will mean nothing, and our devotion to Christ will be the only thing of value remaining. There will come a day when all the struggles will be over and the gold medal will hang around our necks. That’s God’s plan for us! That’s God’s promise, if we but keep the faith.


But that day isn’t today, I don’t think. Each of us is in the midst of the race, we are running for Jesus. We are not running against each other, we are running against ourselves and against everything Satan can put against us. Our race is not around a perfectly smooth oval track, ours is a cross country obstacle course. As we run we will from time to time encounter deep gullies of disappointment. That gully may be something like a career choice cut out from under us. Just stay in the race, Jesus had to lay aside his father’s hammer and chisels, the satisfying work of a craftsman, to follow God’s call. God had a better idea for his Son, God has his eye on you too.

As we run the race for the gold of heaven we will sooner or later stumble over health issues. Arthritis or cancer or heart disease or …. goodness gracious there is no way to know and so many possibilities. But sooner or later some of those obstacles are going to come up. Don’t give up. Even in the depths of heart problems you can continue the race. In fact it may be that those moments will be some of your finest.

Keep running, even when your spouse cheats on you and the promises he or she made when you were married turn to dust. Keep your promises! Stay true! Do everything you can to bring reconciliation and healing to the relationship. And if, after all your efforts the marriage dies, God will know you ran you’re hardest. He loves you and will understand. God will never break his promises to you! Your Father in Heaven will walk with you through the brokenness into a better relationship.

Sometimes the people that we love and those who should love us the most are the very ones who try to impede our run. It’s hard to understand and a terrible disappointment. Satan loves to use the people closest to us, nearest to our hearts, to cripple us. Just keep on keeping on! Duck your head and hold on to Jesus. He knows what it feels like to be betrayed by dear friends. He will draw near and get you through.

The writer of Hebrews ends this section “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe.” What is acceptable worship? Acceptable worship is many things including having a reverence and awe for the God who loves you so much that he would sacrifice his only Son for you. But surely another acceptable part of worship is a determination to continue the journey with Jesus no matter what happens.

God has promised the kingdom to those who believe in Christ Jesus and hang in there to the end. God didn’t promise the run would be easy. But he did promise that we would have a “cloud of witnesses” cheering us on. Moms and dads, grandparents, brothers and sisters, even neighbors sometimes. And certainly your adopted brothers and sisters in the church. We do not run alone! We have each other and we even have those who have run before us and now wear the gold in heaven. And more importantly we have the all-surrounding love of God to carry us when our strength fails us and we cannot run on our own.

Don’t give up! This is a journey of a lifetime one step at a time. Every step blessed by God. Amen.
