The Race That Is Set Before Us

1 Cor 9:24-27 Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. 27 But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. ESV

Heb 12:1-2 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

We know little of the Apostle Paul’s early life other than he was one of the most prized students of the Pharisees.  Certainly that doesn’t tell the whole story.  He had grown up in Tarsus where he had been exposed not only to the rites of Judaism but the reach of the Roman Empire and the Grecian culture.  Paul is a perfect example of someone who lived fully aware of his cultural surroundings yet who did allow himself to become tainted by such things.  Paul was not naïve as to the goings on of his times yet he was “in the know” without being conformed to the world around him.  Such is the model of what all Christians should be like and we can admire this trait as it was fully developed and perfected in the Apostle Paul.  

I do not know if as a youngster Paul competed in any official athletic endeavors, but it was very clear that Paul was at least familiar with ancient Olympic sports.  The Olympics were different then, usually on males attended and competed for the reason that suitable uniforms hadn’t been invented yet.  The competitions were a bit different than the refined contests that we have today and yet Paul in our texts refers to the wreath of victory given to the victors in the games and refers to boxing and distance running, which were both a part of the Olympics even then.  In other passages, he makes references to wrestling which could also have been a nod to such things.  I do not know if he ever attended such competitions, but he and his readers knew about such things and so Paul used them for sermon illustrations much as I used football this morning to speak to our culture’s love and passion for the things of God.

One thing is sure from the scriptures, though, the Apostle Paul had a constant view of his living for God and his ministerial calling and following Jesus Christ as a long-distance race.  Throughout his ministry, he constantly referred to it as such.  It was a prevailing thought – something that was always close to the forefront of his mind and so something that he mentioned often.  In the first book that he ever wrote early in his ministry and only a few years from his conversion, he wrote:

Gal 2:2 I went up because of a revelation and set before them (though privately before those who seemed influential) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure I was not running or had not run in vain. ESV 

He had been avidly taking the Gospel to the Gentiles, but he went and consulted with the Apostles in order to make sure that he was running the right race and not running vain!  And so from this first book, it seems that Paul had already thought of his life for Christ as something to be “run” or as a race.  We read as a text the extended metaphor where he elaborates on the same theme later in his missionary journeys in the book of 1 Corinthians.  We do not know if Paul wrote the book of Hebrews or if someone that was close to Paul and influenced heavily by Paul’s teachings wrote it, but our other text either way speaks to the fact that Paul seemed almost driven by this thought that we are in a race.  If it were Paul writing, then he likened this contest of faith to running a race.  If it were someone who was won, trained, or influenced by Paul who wrote the book, then it is telling that one thing that rubbed off from the Apostle was the notion that living for God is like a race.  Even later, from a Roman jail for the first time, Paul wrote the church in Philippi and implored them to keep living for God faithfully:

Phil 2:16 holding fast to the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain. ESV

Paul would hold to this mindset of his walk with God as a race until the very end of his life from which he wrote from the final Roman imprisonment:

2 Tim 4:6-8 For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure has come. 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. ESV

Paul had taken care that he was running the right race, made sure that he was running it the right way, had kept at it, and ultimately finished it decades later with a flourish!  Certainly all of us wouldn’t mind being in Paul’s shoes on the day of reckoning because this man single-handedly turned his world upside down for Christ.  What he endured and survived and overcame along the way is amazing and yet surely this prevailing thought and mindset and way of looking at life was a part of his formula for success.  

We are not the Apostle Paul and we are not a missionary, but it is helpful – even perhaps imperative – that we think of living for God as a long-distance race.  If Jesus comes back tomorrow, then “Hallelujah” and so be it, but if He tarries, we must be in this for the long haul!  I’m speaking to people tonight who are all at different mileposts in living for God and some of you have been at it for a few months or years and some decades.  Yet Paul’s reflections on this viewpoint speak to all of us equally.  A key to making it in living for God is to view what has been set before us as a race and approach it as such.  I would like to preach to you pulling a few thoughts from our texts.

_______________________________________________________________________ 

To those who are running the race, let me first say:

Endurance is everything in this race!

It matters not necessarily how you start out but how you finish, and the prize, the wreath or crown, is given to those who finish and not just to those who begin.  We should celebrate those who are born again and who choose to begin the race.  We should celebrate the milepoints along the way and rightfully rejoice with those who reach milestones and anniversaries and ministry accomplishments as they run.  But let us never forget that if we start with a flash and far outdistance what others have done and yet pull up short, then it was all for naught.  Let us never forget that all our accomplishments and years of being faithful are wasted if we do not finish the course.  All of the changes and miracles worked by God over decades are for nothing if a person does not in the end cross the finish line.  Never forget that endurance is everything!  As Paul told us in our first text, “only one receives the prize” and what he means is that to win the crown you’ve got to finish!  It was only because Paul was able to say at the end “I have finished the course” that he could also assuredly say, “there is laid up for me the crown!”    

It is foreign to our ears to say this, but we should celebrate even more when someone dies having been faithful to the end than someone first receives the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  That goes against our modern culture, but which is the greater miracle and a greater evidence of God’s power?  Is it more special that someone should begin or finish the course?  I take nothing from our rejoicing with those who repent and begin – the scriptures declare that all of heaven rejoices when one sinner repents – but think of the celebration when a saint dies and finishes their course.  Go read the book of Revelation and consider the praise that swells in heaven when the raptured church enters for the first time.  Because of that one scripture, we focus and rightfully so on the beginning of a person’s walk with God but even more important and an even more important cause of celebration is the ending of the matter!  Again:  in this race, endurance is everything!  

I’m preaching to us:  all of the talent and ability in the world doesn’t mean anything if we do not finish the race – does not Samson speak to us of this?  All of the knowledge and means in the world means nothing if we do not finish the race – does not Solomon teach us so?  All of the anointing, miracle-working, and divine selection and special callings of God on our lives mean nothing if we do not finish the race – does not Judas Iscariot teach us that?  The writer in Hebrews tells us that we must emulate Jesus Christ who finished His race by enduring to the cross.  All of the miracles and the great teachings of Jesus Christ’s ministry would have been for no avail had He not completed His course and avoided Calvary.  What good is it to heal a few blind people when ultimately they would still be lost in eternity and spiritually unable to see?  But Jesus Christ was both the “author” and “finisher” of our faith.  He began His race but He also finished it and that is what is most important in this race!  

As the old slogan says, “you’ve come a long way, baby” but if the ribbon is not being parted and the end is not yet, you’ve still got a ways to go, too!  He that endures to the end shall be saved!  Not he who gets to the first milestone the fastest.  In my own life, it seems that the mile markers have come quickly:  I’ve been involved in ministry my entire life, playing and singing in church since I was old enough to think about it, been in full-time ministry since I was twenty years old and pastor since I was twenty-four years of age.  And yet, though I have seen much and been involved in much, there is a cry in my heart that reminds myself constantly – even more often now that I am in my thirties – you’re not done yet and anything that you may have accomplished would be for naught if you failed or quit now!  I bring this up because there is sometimes a tendency to slack up after a few mile markers as if reaching certain milestones along the way is the same as finishing and having it made.  I don’t have it made yet!  If Paul could say that he must guard himself lest that after having preaching it to others, he too would become a castaway, then I’m not saved yet, either!  I cannot put my walk with God on cruise control yet, nor ever!  I need to press toward the mark of the high calling of God!  That is why Paul was able to say, “I count not myself to have apprehended.”  In other words, “I haven’t reached the end yet and haven’t accomplished all things yet.”  I still need to push forward; I still need to seek God; I still need prayer and fasting and church and another move of God’s Spirit.  “But why, you’ve had the Holy Ghost for decades now?”  Because I have yet to finish this course and it’s about the end of the line and making it to the finish line, and not so much about what I’ve already accomplished!  I must endure to the end!  Endurance is everything!  

This is important because:

There will be some surprises along this race.

A few months ago, I read a story about a woman who lived in Cleveland, Ohio whose name I’ll withhold to protect the innocent.  This woman at the ripe age of 42 started running and exercising to get back in shape.  She was so encouraged by her early results that eventually she even decided to enter a 10K race, which for those like me who are not normally into distance running is about the distance of four miles.  She was running a little late that morning and when she got to the race and had just finished stretching, a voice on the public address system said, “Move to the starting line.” A gun sounded and they were off – hundreds of runners swept her along.  After about four miles it occurred to her that they ought to be turning around and heading back to the finish line.  She stopped and asked an official, “How come the course isn’t turning around?”  He said, “Ma’am, you are running the Cleveland Marathon.”  That is a race of twenty-six miles!  The other event, the 10K, was to start a half hour after the start of the marathon.  Most of us would have probably stopped right there and gone home.  But she didn’t.  She kept right on going – and actually finished the race.  Listen to this quote afterwards; she said, “This is not the race I trained for. This is not the race I entered. But for better or worse, this is the race that I am in.”  And so she made up her mind to endure and finish!

I think Paul often felt like in his walk with God, “this is not the race that I signed up for, this is far more grueling than I imagined.”  I think it is that way with all of us.  It is one thing to jump onboard a sprint on a whim and it is another after the first four miles are over and suddenly we are shocked to realize that we’ve got twenty-two miles to go!  Living for God always stretches us out and sometimes it is shocking the course that we have to run.  I do not mean to preach in such a way as to sound negative but rather to present a realistic view of what living by faith is all about.  You never reach a place where you are comfortable, not if you are truly living by faith and living for God.  You never reach a place where you have everything figured out and you can just coast.  If my first third of life is speaking anything as to the way the last two thirds are going to be, then I can tell you that looking back I can declare that when I’ve been most firmly centered in God’s will have been the times that I’ve felt a little beyond my abilities and a bit out of my comfort zone.  I’ve at times prayed, “God how come just when I finally seem to get something down to the point that I’m comfortable with it, you bring a new challenge that completely pushes me further?”  It’s because His strength is made perfect in our weakness, which is to say that He can do more for us when we are not just operating in our own comfortable strength.  When we rely on Him the most is the when He is the most active within our lives!  And so living for God always has a moment where we pause and take a deep breath and say, “this is more than I bargained for at the beginning!  How far is the finish line?”  And yet, this is so that we might not trust in the flesh but in God!  If you trust in the flesh, you’ll only get the results of what the flesh can do, but if you will let God push you beyond your comfort levels and trust in Him, you’ll get the results of what God can do through you which is far beyond anything you could fathom or create yourself!  

I’m preaching to somebody:  it may be more than you bargained for at first and more than you had prepared for, but go ahead and finish and endure to the end because God wants to do more with you than you first imagined!  And the God who allows surprises in the course will give you the strength to finish if you refuse to quit and allow Him to strengthen you!  Keep going!  As our text in Hebrews says, “run with endurance!”  There is a crowd of believers who have felt the same way and yet finished the course – do likewise!  Endurance is everything!  

________________________________________________________________________

Let us go further and note that in this race:

We must keep our eyes on the prize!

In our first text, Paul told us:

1 Cor 9:26a So I do not run aimlessly; ESV
Or as one translation puts it:

1 Cor 9:26a That is why I run straight for the finish line; TEV

The shortest distance from any point to another point is a straight line.  But some people are moving forward anything but headed the right direction!  The story is told of a famous British leader who was noted for his grumpiness, grabbing a cab at the airport and aggravated from a weary day of traveling and delays, climbed in the back and barked, “get going fast, I’m in a hurry!” and he then laid his head back and closed his eyes to rest.  A few minutes later he suddenly realized that he had not given the driver any directions and he bent forward and said, “do you know where you are going?”  “No sir,” the cab driver replied, “but we’re moving fast!”  

Some people are like that spiritually:  they’re going nowhere, but they are going fast!  Some people are like that living for Jesus Christ:  they’re running but they are running aimlessly.  It’s tiring to run out of your way!  It’s hard to endure when you tack on extra miles that God never intended for you to travel.  Our weariness comes mostly from the extra miles and the extra baggage that we tend to carry along.  Better is to lay aside every weight and sin which slow us down and to head directly straight ahead!  Detours and baggage make for a tough race!

This not as hard as we make it sometimes, but the way to avoid running aimlessly is to aim at something.  We should always run with the end result, the crown of life and the finish line in view.  You’ve got to keep your eyes on the prize.  If you judge your route by the conditions of the course, you’re going to get off.  The broad and smooth path is usually the way to destruction and the narrow and strait and sometimes bumpy way is the one that leads to the crown!  You cannot make decisions today based upon the path of the least resistance of what comes naturally to you at this stage of the game, but rather you’ve got to judge based upon the end result of the matter.  Consider your path in terms of which one takes you directly to the crown of life and righteousness and then choose that path, even if it seems steeper or harder or narrower than your other choices.  And as you begin to endure and exert greatly, keep your mind’s eye on the prize.  It is not for the pat on the back of someone who says, “you made through this stage” that you are running but for the ultimate crown of eternal life!  Don’t stop running your gravel road until it turns to gold!  And don’t run aimlessly!  Judge everything by whether or not it is taking you most directly to the prize of the crown of righteousness.  If you keep the prize as your aim, you cannot go wrong!  And let me say this:

Keeping your eyes on others is to take your eyes off the prize.

As Paul said in another part of his letters, “we are not wise when we compare ourselves one to another.”  When you are watching other people and comparing yourself to their running their race, you have taken your eyes off of the prize and have started running aimlessly!  As the writer in Hebrews said in our text, “let us run the race that is set before us.”  You’ve got to run your race.  God doesn’t require you to run anybody else’ race.  In our text in 1 Corinthians, Paul says, “Only one runner wins the prize.”  How can that be in our spiritual race unless we are the only one on the course?  I’m not competing with you and you with me.  I am running the race that has been set before me and you are running the race that is set before you and I will be judged on whether or not I finish my course.  My crown comes about from my having finished my course and has nothing to do with what you do in your own race!  I’ve got to run my race and to compare myself to others is to get the eyes off the prize and the aim of my race!  

I think of Peter who gets that prophecy from Jesus at the end of John’s Gospel that “You dress yourself now, Peter, but when you are old, others will gird you up and others will dress you and they will tell you where you can go and what you can do and you’ll be arrested and killed for my sake.”  Peter didn’t think too much of that prophecy at the time and he turned to John who was nearby and said, “what about him?”  And Jesus responded:

John 21:22 Jesus replied, "If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? As for you, follow me." NLTse

John had his race that was set before him, he had his course and Peter would have his.  Though they came from similar backgrounds and cities and lived at the same time and sat beside each other at the Master’s feet and had heard the call of God at the same time, yet Peter’s race was distinct and altogether different than John’s.  Peter’s would involve an upside down cross earlier in his life and John’s would involve living to a ripe old age and helping a younger generation that Peter would never meet pick up the torch.  God is not inequitable here; God is not unjust – rather each man had their own race set before them and Jesus is concerned with whether each of them finish their race.  

God is sovereign – you must realize that.  He has set before you your course and your race.  He will not ask on judgment day whether or not you finished someone else’s race, but how you did on your slotted course.  The bad thing about running someone else’s race is that there is only one winner possible and they will run their race better than you can!  You must answer the calling of God for your unique ministry, fulfill the calling of God for your unique life, do what God desires you to do, play the cards that He dealt to you as He wants you to play them and fulfill the role that He chose for you.  You will only do this if you keep your eyes on your course and your prize that is at the end of your race.  Stop envying other people’s ministries and accomplishments because it might be that you don’t have the strength to run that race or to do so would be to neglect the glorious miles that God has ahead of you on your course!  We are all members of one body but we are diverse and only by embracing our role do we complete the body of Christ!  Stop being jealous; stop comparing what God gives or doesn’t give in your life to others.  Stop judging your current season by someone else who is in a different season.  Stop accusing God of unfairness and acting like He doesn’t know what He is doing.  He created you; He made you and He has set the course for your life ahead of you.  You just run your race and keep your eyes on the prize!  You follow Him and whatever that entails, endure!  And let Him deal with others on His own terms!  You will only get your crown at the completion of your course!  To constantly chase other’s dreams is to flit here and there and run aimlessly and to lose your way!  Run your race and claim your crown!  That’s all that matters!  

______________________________________________________________________    

There are only two possible negative outcomes to your starting this race we call living for God.  One is that you don’t endure to the end because you are unable to endure because of running aimlessly or you quit.  The other is that you finish but you are disqualified.  We read in our text where Paul wrote:

1 Cor 9:27 But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. ESV

Have you ever heard of Rosie Ruiz Vivas?  She’s better known as Rosie Ruiz who on April 21, 1980 crossed the finish line ahead of all of the other female runners and won the 84th Boston Marathon.  Rosie appeared to run the course in 2:31:56.  This would have been the fastest time ever for a woman runner in the marathon and the third fastest time ever in the history of marathons.  Except, even as she took the winner’s stand and received the medal, there were suspicions.  The winner of the men’s marathon talked to her in casual chatter about the things of the race and was surprised that she seemed to know nothing of things that every marathon runner would know by heart.  Others were a bit suspicious because she didn’t seem covered with sweat and her thighs seemed to be a bit flabby for someone who had been training to run 26 miles.  Her time seemed to be a huge, unheard of improvement of 25 minutes faster than her time recorded in the earlier New York City Marathon, which qualified her for the race.  When asked why she wasn’t panting and didn’t seem fatigued after the grueling race, she replied to a reporter, “I woke up this morning with a lot of energy.”  

Slowly the evidence came out.  Nobody who had run the race, including the two women who finished second and third ever remembered seeing her on the course.  She was unable to recall and answer questions about the course that any runner would have known, having just traveled it.  A later stress test came out that her resting heart rate was 76 whereas distant runners who train for marathons usually have a rest rate in the 50s or lower.  The most telling piece of evidence came out when two Harvard students recalled seeing her burst from the crowd at Commonwealth Avenue about a half mile from the finish.  And then a lady came forth that had met Rosie on the subway during the earlier New York City marathon and had seen her get off the metro and slip onto the race way just before the finish line.  When no video or photo footage could be found of the Boston race with Rosie on the course, it became apparent that Rosie had cheated and she was stripped of her medal and another press conference was held giving the rightful winner her due.  For her part, Rosie went on to be arrested two years later for embezzling over $60,000 from the real estate agency where she worked and then later was arrested for completing a cocaine deal.  She still lives in south Florida and maintains to this day that she rightfully won the Boston Marathon that she had been disqualified from.

When Paul says, “lest I be disqualified” it speaks to us of being able to discern God’s will for our lives and to stay carefully within that will over the course of our lives.  To get out of the boundaries of the will of God and not return to running the race set before us as God has laid it out is to disqualify ourselves from the prize!  If we try to leave our course to run someone else’s race because our eyes are on them rather than on Jesus, then if we do not return to our race and run our course, we disqualify ourselves for the prize.  Furthermore, there are no shortcuts in living for God.  You cannot jump on a spiritual metro that will catapult you to the forefront without enduring.  You cannot skip mountains and valleys.  You cannot forego the middle miles.  For one thing, the experience of the journey along the course is part of the learning experience!  The kingdom of God is never a “the ends justify the means” thing.  In the kingdom of God, the means determine the ends.  If you try to enter the sheepfold any other way except by the door, Jesus said, you are a thief and a robber.  Shortcuts don’t work in the kingdom of God and only disqualify you from the race.  

I close this message by bringing up one of the more sobering scriptures of Paul’s writings:

2 Tim 4:10 For Demas, in love with this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica. ESV

Paul is writing from a Roman Jail that will be his last.  This is exactly two verses down from where Paul tells us “I have finished my course, I have kept the faith … there is a crown of righteousness laid up for me and for whomever else loves Christ’s appearing.”  This man named Demas was listed twice in other writings as a fellow worker in the ministry with Paul along with Luke and Mark and Titus.  His name means, “popular” and from this small footprint in scripture, yet a very revealing story can be discerned.

Paul was in prison, now, and Demas was not.  Rather than be faithful and serve the elder Apostle as his hands and feet outside of the prison, Demas was reconsidering his commitment to the apostle and to the work of God.  As a young man who desired to be popular with the people, Demas was first attracted to Paul:  he was unique, smart, and it was great to see the mighty miracles that God did through him.  Walking into a town with the Apostle Paul meant the crowds knew who you were.  Going with him to an established church was prestigious, to say the least.  Demas was like soft iron and Paul was the magnet and the attraction was that Demas wanted the glory and the power associated with Paul’s ministry.  

But when Demas came up to the great capital of Rome and now everything had changed so that now he is known as the free company of two prisoners, Paul and Epaphras, suddenly it was a different story.  Gradually the contrast between the gloomy cell of the Apostle and the free world around Demas became intolerable to the young man.  He saw the magnificent halls of the Caesars, the gorgeous homes of the rich and the glitter of the world of music, appetites, jest, and wine.  Demas yielded to its charms and not only forsook the aged Apostle but the cause of Christ and the will of God in his life.  History bears out that Demas’ peers of Luke, Mark, and Titus would finish their course and receive their crowns of righteousness but not Demas.  He quit because he was in love with the present world around him.

Demas is a stark reminder that where our love lies determines eventually where we will be.  And Demas very vividly illustrates every point of this sermon and the lessons of our texts.  Endurance is everything and Demas seemed satisfied with having had a first hand in the ministry of the early church and yet did not finish.  And because he did not endure, his name is forever linked with backsliding and failure and not success or crowns!  Apparently Demas got his eyes off the prize of eternal life and the crown of righteousness and got distracted by the lure of instant gratification of this world’s riches.  Apparently at first he was trying to run Paul’s race and not his own and suddenly when the course came to a prison cell he decided to abandon both!  And in loving and choosing the things of this world and quitting the calling of God on his life, Demas disqualified himself even though he at one time had been the one who had preached the message to others.  God didn’t disqualify Demas; he disqualified himself!  

Instead of Demas let us be like Timothy or Luke or Mark or Paul.  Endure to the end.  When and if you are surprised at the distance required, finish the race anyway!  Keep your eyes on the prize and don’t compare yourself to others nor try to run their race.  Run your race, the one that is set before you.  Don’t run aimlessly but in a way that will ensure that you finish!  Take no shortcuts and don’t disqualify yourself by doing your own thing!  The crown of righteousness and eternal life is worth it!  Hearing those words, “well done thou good and faithful servant” will be worth every mile!  Let us with endurance run the race that is set before us!          

