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“Therefore since we are surrounded by so greatudabf witnesses, let us also lay
aside every weight and the sin that clings so glps@d let us run with
perseveranceahe race that is set before us, looking to Jestipittneer and
perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the jogit was set before him endured
the cross, disregarding its shame, and has takeseht at the right hand of the
throne of God. Consider him who endured such hitystigainst himself from
sinners so that you may not grow weary or losethigatebrews 12:1-3)

How about those Olympics? People are showing wmékt bleary-eyed
from staying up half the night watching the Olyn®itt’s been truly exciting to
watch the athletes compete and it's been insptorfgear some of their stories of
making it to the Olympic Games in Beijing.

During the month of August we’ve been having aeseof sermons based on
Hebrews 12:1-3 and other scriptures called “Olynfpigle Faith”. The writer of
Hebrews uses the metaphor of a race to help ins@reriginal readers and us in
the Christian life. He reminds them and us thahasee a cheering section as we
run the race, he challenges us to keep our focugsus and he tells us to
persevere in faith and faithfulness. For the aagjreaders and hearers of
Hebrews, these words would have challenged thaentain faithful followers of
Christ even amid persecution, suffering and thenssgly overwhelming
challenges of being a Christian every day in eveay.

Today we're talking aboygerseverance—a quality that has become, | fear,
increasingly lacking in our instant gratificationulti-choice, short attention span
and “have it your way” culture. Here’s what thetainary says about
perseverance: “Perseverance is steady persisteadéering to a course of
action, a belief or a purpose; steadfastness etitig, hard work.” The opposite of
perseverance is apathy, laziness, indolence, tpthar

All of the Olympic athletes we’ve been watching™v know about
perseverance. Here are few whose stories haveuydarty interested me.

“Getting to the Olympics is tough for anyone — inmagtraining in a
country in the midst of 17 years of civil war artthos, where militia men try to
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prevent you from training. That's the case for #&ryold Somali sprinter, Samiya
Yusuf Omar. Battling her way up from poverty witlsiagle mother, and facing
pressure from friends and relatives who tell hat thnning will prevent her from
marrying and from a better life, she's qualifieddpresent her country in Beijing.

Despite literal roadblocks that prevent her fronngdo practice, and when
she does get to it, training at a track pocked witrtar holes, Samiya runs
through all of the insults and warnings.

Samiya's mother was a national-level athlete bebamiya's father died.
Now, Samiya says she is just proud to run for laegy.’f (Citizen Sugar.com; BBC
News “Against Odds: Samiya Yusuf Omar”). Persenveea

“Eight years ago, Lopez Lomong didn't even haveuntry. Now he is not
only competing in the Olympics but he was also ehds carry the flag for his
adopted nation, leading the U.S. Olympic team ahopy ceremonies. The 1,500-
meter track runner was the flag-bearer only 13 m®after becoming a U.S.
citizen.

He was born in Sudan, separated from his pareii& qtoint of a gun at age
6, and with the help of friends, he escaped confer@ and made it to a refugee
camp in Kenya. Lopez Lomong came to America in 2880bne of the Lost Boys
of Sudan.

He knew nothing of the Olympics in 2000, when hisrfds at the refugee
camp in Kenya talked him into running five milesigraying five shillings to
watch Michael Johnson on a black-and-white TV s#t & fuzzy screen. At that
point, Lomong knew he wanted to be an Olympic runHe earned his spot at the
Olympic trials on July 6, exactly one year aftergagned his U.S. citizenship.
PerseveranceEGPN The Magazine, Tom Ferry and “Former Lost Boy Lomong
Chosen to Carry Flag,” copyright 2008, The Ass@cld®ress).

Every Olympic athlete could speak to us about persmce. | believe every
one could tell us that persevering when they amning, injury free, financially
backed and obstacle free is far easier than pareguwender adverse
circumstances. To persevere when you're losinffgrsng pain, broke, made fun
of, exhausted or even bored is far more diffidtis.the same when it comes to
persevering in faith and faithfulness.

Today we heard part of the story of Joseph asrégorded in Genesis. Talk
about perseverance when things get tough. Joseqh stit as the favorite son of
his father Jacob (and as the least favorite brathbis jealous siblings). Joseph
goes from his favored position to being sold id&wvery by his brothers. While in
slavery he becomes a most-favored servant. Themather act of injustice
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against him he is imprisoned on false chargessHeleéased from prison because
of his God-given gift of interpreting dreams. Helsen for a powerful
leadership position in a foreign land and saveditiee of many, including the
very brothers who sold him into slavery.

Joseph was a model of perseverance. When thingsgeed, he was
faithful to God. When things were bad, he was faltto God. When he haab
power he was faithful. When he had immense powewds faithful. Joseph grew
to understand what Paul would later speak so dalyin Romans: “And not
only that, but we also boast in our sufferings,wimg that suffering produces
perseverance/endurance, and endurance producestenand character produces
hope and hope does not disappoint us, because (Bud’'sas been poured into
our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has be&emto us.”

It's certainly tough for us to persevere in faatid faithfulness at times—
especially the times when we feel like a failurbew we’re injured emotionally
spiritually or physically, when we’re broke, wheegple make fun of our God who
lets terrible things happen to us and people artl@avorld, when we’re tired,
when things are chronically difficult, when faitbebn’t seem to “pay off” and
even when we’re just bored with life and faith as kmow it.

It's hard to persevere in faith when we have tkitevhen we’ve sinned
AGAIN. But | am so inspired when | watch the Olymglymnasts after they fall.
In the middle of a routine, one falls from the uaeewars. She gets up, composes
herself and resumes her routine. | can’t imaginedhable to do that.

The actress and singer Julie Andrews says: “Peranue is failing 19 times
and succeeding the 20 Basketball star Michael Jordan has said: “I'vissed
more than 9000 shots in my career. I've lost alm30§t games. 26 times I've been
trusted to take the game-winning shot and misseel failed over and over again
in my life. And that is why | succeed.”

It's tough to persevere in faith when you’ve falldown in sin. It's easier to
throw in the towel, continue in sin or just give ap any idea that you can ever be
faithful. Yet, the challenge of the Christian faishto seek forgiveness, get up off
the mat and resume your life of seeking to be fialith

It's tough to be faithful when you’re injured ahdrting or when you're
broke or when things are chronically difficult fpou in your life. It's easy to say
“blessed be your name O Lord” when the sun is sginivhen you're well, when
there’s enough money. It's far more difficult teeb$ the name of the Lord when
your circumstances are just the opposite.
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It's tough to be faithful when you don’t see imrregd results or get bored. |
think we get the idea that if we read the Biblet@ahurch, do good deeds, say a
few prayers that we're going to be super-Christiagist away. It's really as
ludicrous to believe this as it is for a persombeétieve that if he runs one lap
around the track he can immediately compete irOllgenpics. To be a mature
Christian requires perseverance in study, prayerskp, and service. It's a
lifelong training camp. Sometimes it’s boring.

It's tough to persevere in faith when people atbus don’t seem to
understand or even make fun of us. Some of us khewoneliness of being a
Christian in a family where our faith is not undemsl or may even be made fun
of. Some of you know the loneliness of coming tarch by yourself. Some of you
know what it’s like to have to go against the wislogé a spouse or parent or child
or a sibling to be active in church. Some of yoowrwnhat it's like to be made fun
of by friends who find your devotion to Christ gyesilly. Some of the Olympic
athletes have endured this and worse for theirtd@veo a rigorous training
schedule. They persevered. We are called to dsaime.

It's difficult to persevere in prayer when the &wess seem to be “no.” It's
difficult to persevere in prayer when our criesrsde be met with silence. Think
of the Caananite woman about whom we read in Matt&e cried out to Jesus
for mercy. She cried out for her daughter to bddtkailence. More asking—a
“no.” More pleading. A “Yes.” She persevered.

To stay faithful when there is silence, to stathfal when the answer is
“no” or “not yet” takes perseverance. We like résttthe more immediate the
better. But living the Christian life . . . runnitigis race of faith takes
perseverance.

Where do we learn such perseverance? We certa@anlyook to the
Olympic athletes. They have much to teach us. Taexe host of others, as well.
Look around you in this sanctuary. We don’'t knowemgwone’s stories but you
probably know someone’s unless you're visiting wightoday. (In that case,
please think of someone you know.) Look around ad think about how these
folks right here with you have weathered all marofalifficulties and have
persevered in faith. Look around you and thinkualinmw these folks right here
with you have overcome and are overcoming obsta@esaining faithful and
persevering as they run this race of faith.

Of course, we learn perseverance best from CHitsit’'s why we are to
keep our eyes on Him. We are to go over his lifg¢ d@ath story again and again
and again. We are to remember his perseveranceif@akes. He has run this race
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before us. He runs alongside us even now. He wakigus with open arms at the
finish line.
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