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August 14, 2106 

Luke 12:49-56 

Hebrews 11:29-12:2   Running the Race Set Before You 

 

They make it look so easy. The Olympic athletes running and swimming 

and pole vaulting as if it’s nothing. They make it look so easy, as if 

anyone could go that fast or flip that high. It looked easy from my couch 

where I lounged this week eating leftover birthday cake. It almost 

seemed as if gravity was no object for them. As if these athletes could 

jump and twist and speed along without any effort. But I know it takes a 

lot of effort and what they are doing is not easy and what they are doing 

is not nothing for them. This is everything and it takes every bit of their 

energy and focus to compete. 

The same is true for our faith. It requires great strength and focus to do 

our best to follow Christ. And the very best among us, the most faithful, 

might make it look easy. As if it’s nothing to have hope on the darkest of 

days. As if it’s nothing to reflect the kindness and grace of God. As if 

it’s nothing to be patient and unhurried in our love for each another. As 

if it’s nothing to put the least and the last first. But it’s not nothing, all 
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that we do. It’s everything. And it takes everything we’ve got to live a 

faithful life. 

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews knows how hard it is to live that 

faithful life. He knows how difficult it is to carry on, day after day, 

following Christ through this troubled and heart-breaking world. A life 

of faith is difficult and it has always been difficult. And the writer of the 

letter to the Hebrews knows it’s not nothing. He knows it’s everything 

and it will take everything we’ve got. And so he gives us three words of 

encouragement as we live our lives of faith. First, run the race set before 

you. Second, lay aside the things that weigh you down. And third, know 

that you are not alone. There is a great cloud of witnesses cheering you 

on.  

First, run the race that is set before you. When I was young, one of my 

favorite movies was called The Inn of the Sixth Happiness. It was about 

a woman in the 1930s named Gladys Aylward who wanted to be a 

missionary to China. But the missionary society told she wasn’t 

educated enough. So she raised her own money and bought her own 

train ticket. And made the dangerous journey there all by herself. When 
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she arrived, she found a missionary running an inn for merchants. And 

she convinced the missionary to let her work there with him. She labored 

tirelessly; cleaning, cooking, telling Bible stories in the evenings to the 

travelers. Then war broke out. The Japanese invaded and suddenly 

dozens of children in her town were left orphaned. Gladys found herself 

taking in all of those children. And when it became too unsafe, she 

evacuated them, leading 100 children over the mountains to safety. I was 

sure that someday I would be just like Gladys. And if not exactly like 

her, then somewhat like her. But with no way to get to China and no 

orphans to save and no mountains to cross, I soon realized that my life 

would be nothing like hers. 

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews says that we each have our own 

mission and purpose. We must each run the race that is set before us. 

Our own race will be our own. It won’t be like anyone else’s. And it will 

be our own to run. It may not be thrilling. It may not be daring. It may 

not involve super heroic rescues through the mountains. It might, in fact, 

might be quite plain and ordinary. The race set before us might be doing 

our best to be faithful at school or at work. It might mean serving on our 
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school board or city council. It might mean quietly caring for friends or 

neighbors or sick kids or aging parents. It might mean making hard, 

quietly heroic choices. About our time and our money and our energy as 

we follow Jesus and live as he lived every day, seeking the Kingdom of 

God, looking out for the least and the last, insisting on the goodness of 

God’s creation, serving others instead of serving ourselves.  

We have to run the race that is set before us. Love the people that is set 

before us. Serve the community that is set before us. We are to run THIS 

race, not a another race. Not different race that we imagine would be 

better.  Or a different race that might be easier. Or an alternative race 

that we know we could REALLY apply ourselves to, if only things were 

different. If only we had that job or lived in that kind of town or had that 

kind of money and those kind of leaders. If only things were different 

and we had those circumstances and that situation. But we don’t. We 

have this one. This is the race set before us. Here and now, God is 

calling us to be faithful. 

We are to run the race that is set before us. The race set before US. Not 

the race set before someone else. Not the race that someone else needs to 
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run. We might want to run the race for someone else, but we can’t. We 

can’t do the hard work of faith for them. We can’t endure for them or 

put in the spiritual practice for them or learn the hard lessons of patience 

and love for them. We cannot be a disciple for someone else for fulfill 

someone else’s mission. They must run the race set before them. We 

must run the race set before us.  

Run the race that is before you, first. And second, we are encouraged to 

lay aside the weight and the sin that clings to us. Set aside your burdens, 

put down the things that keep you from running the race the best you 

can. I know you all think that my kids are perfect. And it must be so 

easy to be their parent. But it’s not always easy as many of you know. 

Especially when they want things NOW and that’s MINE and that’s not 

fair. It’s hard to be calm and patient and not scream and pull your hair 

out. Kids, maybe you feel the same way about your parents. Or about 

your brothers or your sisters or your friends. But a wise friend reminded 

me not to let all those struggles weigh me down. He said, “oh, I 

remember those days. I remember getting so frustrated and upset. But 

now my boys are grown up and gone, and I miss them. I miss those days 
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and I’d give anything to have them back.” It reminded me of what was 

important. That this time we have together is so short and so precious. 

Set aside that stuff and hold on to what matters. 

So many things in life weigh us down. Our expectations and anxieties. 

Our shoulds and oughts and need tos. They pile up on top of us. The 

burdens of ‘how will I look’ and ‘what will they think’ and ‘will there be 

enough for me?’. The sins of coveting and envy and pride, and believing 

what matters is our own success and our own happiness. That what 

matters is doing instead of being. That productivity matters more than 

being a child of God. Let that go. Lay all of that aside. Remember this is 

your one precious life. 

Who we are to God is what matters. How we love one another. How we 

live in joy and peace and kindness. It may look like nothing but it is 

everything to God. And it will take everything for us to live that way. 

And Jesus knew it. He knew it would be hard to follow him. He knew it 

would create tension and hardship to follow him. He never pretended to 

offer his disciples an easy life. He knew it would be hard to go the extra 

mile and turn the other cheek and sell off all possessions and welcome 
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strangers and love enemies and abided in him. It would mean struggle 

and even conflict with those they loved. But it was not for nothing. It 

was for everything. It was for God’s kingdom. As disciples, we must 

always be laying things aside and setting things aside to run that race. So 

what do we need to set aside to run our race well? What is weighing us 

down; what is piled up in our hearts and our minds, holding us back? 

What do we need to surrender in order to run our race for Christ?  

Run the race that is set before you. Lay aside the burdens that weigh you 

down. And last, know that you aren’t alone in this. None of us are doing 

this by ourselves. There is a great crowd surrounding us. A great big 

family of faith who is with us, who has run this race before and is 

cheering us on. 

This year at the Olympics, there is a refugee team. These men and 

women fled war and violence in their home countries of South Sudan, 

Syria, Ethiopia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. They represent 

the 65 million refugees world-wide who have had to leave their homes 

and their families and run for their lives. Yusra Mardini left Syria last 

summer with her sister Sarah. They climbed into an overcrowded boat 
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on the coast of Turkey and set sail for Greece. When the boat's motor 

stalled, Yusra and Sarah climbed overboard with another refugee, and 

for three hours, they swam with the boat, pulling it toward shore. Yusra 

said, "I was thinking it would be a real shame if we drowned, because 

we are swimmers. I hated the sea after that." Yolanda Bukasa Mabika a 

runner from Congo said, "This is not just a struggle for sport for us, it's a 

struggle for life." And at the opening ceremonies and when the Refugee 

team entered the stadium, the whole crowd erupted in cheers. It was so 

loud, it gave you goosebumps. 

We are surrounded by this great cloud of witnesses. None of us are 

alone. We have people all around us cheering for us and encouraging us. 

People who see what we are going through, who have been there 

themselves, who tell us we can do it instead of telling us we can’t or we 

shouldn’t. They tell us that God is still God and that things will work 

out. And that we will be OK and we have to keep at it. We have to keep 

going, keep persevering and hoping and acting with love because that’s 

what we are made to do. 
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In the letter to the Hebrews, we hear of all the people who have 

struggled before us. Who had to make hard decisions. Who were 

persecuted and despised by the world. Who seemed to fail. And yet did 

not fail God. And they are cheering for us. And they are encouraging us 

to keep trusting God. We fail at work—keep going, they say. We mess 

up at school-- keep going, they say. We lose a friendship-- keep going. 

We face divorce or separation-- keep going. We face cancer or 

Alzheimers or cystic fibrosis-- keep going. We feel disappointed and 

hurt—keep going. We feel persecuted and attacked—keep going. We 

lose our patience, we lose our hope, we lose our way-- keep going. This 

isn’t the end. The race isn’t over. The finish line is still ahead. The finish 

line is with God. Our end is with God. Keep going. Keep running your 

race. We know you can do it. We are not alone. We have a crowd 

cheering us on. So how can make that cheering louder? How can we 

encourage one another?  Those around us, those wearied by life, those 

fleeing war and violence and suffering, how can we let each other know 

that we are not alone? 
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We are here to run the race that is set before us. Our race, the one right 

in front of us today. So let us shake off the burdens that hold us back and 

weigh us down, and give our best efforts to God. Let us encourage one 

another and be encouraged and keep going. Keep acting with mercy, 

keep working for justice, keep following Christ faithfully who loves us 

as if it were nothing, though we know it is everything. It is everything to 

us. 


