“The Hall of Faith!  Old Testament Witnesses for Christ!”

10/31/10 Sermon:  “Jesus:  The Author and Perfecter of Our Faith!”
 (Text:  Hebrews  12:1-11)

********************************************************************

     Today’s sermon is the last in my sermon series on Hebrews chapter 11.  In fact, today’s sermon is actually based on the first 11 verses of Hebrews chapter 12 which point us back to Hebrews chapter 11.  For example, Hebrews 12:1 reads:  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”
     This text says that we are surrounded by a “great cloud of witnesses.”  Who are these witnesses?  You know!  These witnesses are all the Old Testament believers in Christ listed in Hebrews chapter 11 – the Old Testament believers we’ve been hearing about the last several weeks.

     We learned that these Old Testament witnesses for Christ were sinners just like us.  They faced fears and struggled with sins just like us.  They also trusted God’s Word and put their faith in the Savior He promised to send for us sinners. 

     Do you know what this means?  When you read the Old Testament Scriptures or hear sermons based on the Old Testament you are not hearing about some ancient historical information that is irrelevant for our lives today.  No!  Instead, the Old Testament is YOUR history because you who believe in Jesus as your Lord and Savior are a spiritual family with the people in the Old Testament who also trusted in Jesus.

     As we hear, read and study the Old Testament Scriptures we are thereby surrounded by the witness of these ancient believers who fixed their eyes on Jesus – the Author and Perfecter of our faith.  Their witness inspires us to trust in God’s Word, just as they did.  Their witness inspires us to live for Christ, just as they did.

     That’s why the author of the Book of Hebrews writes these words:  “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”
     Our text says that we Christians need to do two things:     1)  We must “throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles”  and  2)  We must “run with perseverance the race marked out for us.” 

     What does this mean?  Simply put, we Christians have a race of faith to run.  This race of faith is a symbol of the Christian life.  We are called to trust in God’s Word every day and live to His glory every day as we look forward to our final destination – eternal life with God in the New Creation.

     However, it is impossible for us to run this race of faith if we are hindered and entangled by sin.  Imagine that you’re running up a mountain road, trying to reach your destination on the top of the mountain.  
     But you’re carrying a couple bags of rock salt that weigh 100lbs each.  On top of that, the path you’re running on is completely covered by thorn bushes and poisonous plants.

     Imagine trying to reach your destination carrying that burden and wading through that tangled mess.  Well, that’s what it’s like trying to live for Christ while we are burdened and entangled by sin.  
     For example, try saying mean and spiteful things about another person while praying sincerely to God at the same time.  You can’t do it!  You have to do one or the other.  
     Or try refusing to forgive another person while thanking God for forgiving your many sins.  You can’t do it!  You have to do one or the other.  
     Or try joyfully indulging in lustful thoughts while receiving Holy Communion.  You can’t do it!  You have to do one or the other.  

     Or if you’re a young person, try disobeying your parents and being obedient to God at the same time.  You can’t do it.  You have to do one or the other.
     Or try getting drunk and taking the Lord’s Name in vain while witnessing to another person about Jesus.  You can’t do it!  You have to do one or the other.

     I could give countless other examples of sins we are guilty of thinking, speaking and doing.  I could give countless other examples of good things we fail to think, speak and do.

     The point is that we can’t remain hindered and entangled by sin and run the race of faith at the same time.  We must do one or the other.  As Christians who trust God’s Word, we want to run the race He has marked out for us.  Therefore, we must get rid of the sin that hinders and entangles us.  But HOW do we do that?
     First, we must stop excusing and justifying our sins.  Instead, we must acknowledge that our sin is evil and that we deserve God’s wrath for our rebellion.  Listen to these words of King David from Psalm 32:  “…I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.”  

     At the beginning of this Service we said the following to God:  “I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess to You all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended You and justly deserved Your temporal and eternal punishment.”  
     These are serious words, my friends.  We dare not speak them carelessly!  If we simply go through the motions of confession without sincere repentance; if we leave this Service fully intending to continue in the very sins that God condemns, then we place ourselves in grave spiritual danger.

     Therefore, God uses His Word to show us how serious our sin is.  Do you want to know how serious your sin is?  Look to the cross.  That’s what you deserve.  That’s what I deserve.  As we said in the confession at the beginning of the Service, we deserve God’s temporal and eternal punishment.

     But now for the Good News!  If you are broken and guilty because of your many sins; if you are tired of being hindered and entangled by your many sins, then rejoice!  God has removed the guilt that hinders you and He has set you free from the many sins that entangle you.  
     In our reading from Hebrews it says:  “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”

     So, what’s the answer to the guilt that burdens us?  What’s the answer to the many sins that entangle our lives?  The answer is JESUS!  Jesus walked the path leading to that horrible cross with joy in His heart because He knew that His sacrifice would result in your salvation.
     Because of Jesus, your sins are forgiven.  Because of Jesus, you know that God loves you.  Because of Jesus, you have the certain hope of eternal life even in the face of death itself.
     Do you know what that means?  You don’t need the sins that burden you and entangle you.  You have something better.  We have JESUS!  God’s plan for your life is far better than the lies of the devil and the false promises of this sinful world.  We can run the face of faith as we fix our eyes on Jesus – the author and perfecter of our faith.  

     Of course, I know what many of you are thinking at this point:  “Pastor, everything you’re saying is true and wonderful.  But I know myself too well.  I will leave this Service with good intentions.  I will do my best to throw off the sin that hinders and entangles.  I will try very hard to keep my eyes fixed on Jesus.  But after all is said and done, I will still fall short.  No matter how hard I try, I still seem to end up being hindered and entangled by sin.”

     My friends, I can very much relate to your frustration!  In fact, if left to ourselves and our own power – we would never, ever finish the race of faith.  If left to ourselves, we would most certainly fall away from Christ.  That’s why we must remember that Jesus is the AUTHOR and the PERFECTER of our faith.

     Jesus is the AUTHOR of our faith because faith is God’s gift.  You do not trust in Jesus by your own power.  God gave you a new heart so that you grieve over the sin in your life and long for the salvation that only Jesus can give you.  If you trust in Jesus as your Savior, then God has worked a miracle in your heart.  Jesus is the AUTHOR of your faith!

     But there’s more!  Jesus is also the PERFECTER of your faith!

In the second part of today’s reading we learned that God will give us loving discipline as we run the face of faith.  When we begin to be hindered and entangled by our sin, God will give us loving discipline that will result in us confessing our sins and fixing our eyes on Jesus.
     We must remember this, my friends.  You see, when God disciplines us the devil wants us to think that God hates us.  But that’s a lie!  Remember these words from today’s reading:  “…do not make light of the Lord’s discipline, and do not lose heart when He rebukes you, because the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son … no discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”

     Did you hear that?  The same God who gave you faith in Christ will keep your eyes fixed on the cross through His loving discipline.  God will help you grow and mature in your faith.  

     Listen to what the apostle Paul said in Philippians 1:6, “…he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”

     God will do whatever it takes to keep us humble and repentant with the result that we will fix on our eyes on Jesus through Whom we have complete forgiveness, the comfort of God’s love and the certain hope of eternal life – and this Good News gives us the desire and the determination to live for Christ and run the race of faith.

     In fact, you’re here today because God moved you to come here.  God wanted you to hear His Word and be fed by His gifts.  For the same reason God also wants you to attend Bible class, have daily devotions and prayer – because through these gifts God keeps your eyes fixed on Jesus, the author and perfecter of your faith.

     Those Old Testament “cloud of witnesses” are examples for us because they trusted in God’s Word and thereby received comfort and strength for the race of faith God marked out for them.  Just as Christ was faithful to them, Christ will be faithful to you as you strive to run the race of faith God has marked out for you.

     So, when life gets hard; when you feel hindered and entangled by sin, fix your eyes on Jesus and know that He is the author and perfecter of your faith.  He will never leave your or forsake you.  Not even death can separate you from His love.

     In closing, I would like to mention that today is October 31st.  This is a very important day – and NOT because of Halloween!  You see, October 31st is the day many Lutherans celebrate the Reformation – a time in history when God used a man named Martin Luther to fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.

     My friends, Luther was a sinner just like you and me.  But God used Luther to do many wonderful things for Christ.  Luther found comfort and strength for the race of faith in the Good News that his sins were forgiven because of Christ.
     Luther and his family trusted in God’s Word and, like the Old Testament believers, they did their best to be faithful to Christ in word and deed.  In the same way, we are called to be faithful witnesses for Christ in our generation as we continue the ongoing reformation of Christ’s Church by speaking His Truth in love.

     However, you need to know that there were times when Luther and his family suffered greatly because they were faithful to Christ.  They had to face many trials and hardships as they ran the race God marked out for them.  
     But in the midst of it all, they knew they were secure in Jesus and that they would live forever in God’s Kingdom.  We have the same hope as we strive to be faithful to Christ in our world today.

     Therefore, when you are facing trials and temptations in this life; when your sin hinders and entangles you; or when you are persecuted because you are trying to run the race God has marked out for you, remember these words of Martin Luther from his hymn A Mighty Fortress:  “Were they to take our house, goods, honor, child, or spouse, though life be wrenched away, they cannot win the day.  The Kingdom’s ours forever!”
Amen!

