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Go for the gold!

(becoming a spiritual champion)
Remember the heroes
Introduction

The eyes of the modern world are turning to the ancient city of Athens.

Later this month, the Olympic Games begin in Greece, the country of their origin.

The first Olympic contest took place in 776 BC;


40,000 spectators gathered to watch one race: a sprint of 200 meters.

A thousand years later, 

the Roman emperor Theodosius – a Christian – canceled the games.

He said that the celebrations were “too pagan”.

(Christians, obviously, have been “killjoys” for a long time!)

Another 1500 years passed before the games were revived;


the date was 1896…the place was Greece.

This year, it’s back to the city of Athens for the 2004 summer games.
As the media this month reports on the athletes 

-- and their attempts to win the coveted gold medal --


I will talk with you about “going for the gold”.
That’s right! You and I will focus our attention on becoming champions ourselves…

spiritual champions in the “game of life”.

Like the athletes who compete in the Olympic games,


we will begin a training program…


a program that is outlined in an ancient letter,




not to the Greeks, but to the Hebrews.

Please note that I said we will “begin” this training program.

None of us will become an instant champion.

However, if we dedicate ourselves to the program…


if – this month -- we learn to


remember the heroes



remove all hindrances



run with perseverance



reach for the goal and


recover from injuries




we’re going to finish strong…





and eventually win what is called the “crown of life” --

a crown that no one can take from us.

This morning, the writer of that ancient letter to the Hebrews


pictures us standing in a vast arena.

As we look up from the playing field,

we see a stadium filled to capacity.

We’re surrounded by people who have come from all over the world…

people who have come to watch us play the game.

This is not a crowd of couch potatoes;

this is a gathering of former champions…

of people who have already run – and won – their race.

The writer of that letter to the Hebrews reminds us that

“we are surrounded by…a great cloud of witnesses.” [Hebrews 12:1]
And he tells us – as we “go for the gold” –


to remember them…remember the heroes.

Remember the heroes

1) Who are the heroes?
Who are these heroes?
As this world’s athletes “go for the gold” in Athens this month,

they will remember former Olympic stars.
They will remember past champions whose almost super-human feats 

made the news in years gone by.

Don’t you think the runners will remember Jesse Owens,

the track and field star who won multiple gold medals in 1936?

Won’t the boxers recall how easily Cassius Clay – now known as Muhammed Ali –


won the gold medal in 1960?

And what about the gymnasts?  

I’m sure they will think of Nadia Comenci from the Soviet Union;


In 1970, at age 14, she scored seven perfect 10’s.
My point is this:


Olympic hopefuls know all about those who excelled in their sport in the past.

They hold up these former champions as heroes…


and sense their presence as they “go for the gold” today.

Who are our heroes in the game of life?

I submit – as the writer of that letter to the Hebrews did –


that Christians with a “go for the gold” mindset



need to remember the witnesses…



remember those spiritual champions from the past,





individuals known for their faith.

The writer to the Hebrews identifies some of those “giants”.

He mentions the Old Testament champions:

heroes such as Noah, Abraham, Moses.

He could have included figures from the New Testament as well:


the saints – not the singers – known as Peter, Paul and Mary.

We could add individuals who have made a difference in the history of the church.

We, in fact, would do well to remember people such as


Augustine and Patrick, Luther and Calvin, the brothers John and Charles Wesley.

We could even mention some recent champions:

Amy Carmichael, Corrie ten Boom, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa.

The list – says the writer to the Hebrews – includes everyone --

 everyone who can be commended for their faith. [Hebrews 11:2]
What difference does faith make?

The writer to the Hebrews reminds us that 

“without faith it is impossible to please God”. [Hebrews 11:6]
In other words,

if you or I think that we can do something cute to make Daddy smile…


if we think that our achievements make us acceptable to our Father in heaven,



we’ve got another think coming.

God, you see, embraces us 

when we embrace what he has done for us…



when we admit our faults and accept in faith 
what his son Jesus did on the cross and in the grave.
That faith – and that faith alone -- fits us for life with God.

But that faith also fits us for life on planet earth.

The writer to the Hebrews tells us how faith can make a difference in everyday life:


“By faith Noah…built an ark to save his family.” [Hebrews 11:7]


“By faith Abraham…(went) to a place he would later receive as his inheritance.” [Hebrews 11:8]

“By faith Moses…and the people passed through the Red Sea on dry land.”

[Hebrews 11:24,29]
Throughout the 11th chapter of his letter, the writer demonstrates


how faith – in the lives of very ordinary people – 

enabled them to do extraordinary things…

how their faith either saved them from calamity





or made them strong in the face of calamity.

Why, then, are we so weak today?
Why do we seem to fall and fail so easily?

Not an easy question to answer.

But part of the problem may be this:


we don’t have many heroes today.
Many of us can’t even recognize 

a single face in that crowd of spiritual champions who surround us today…


those witnesses who have come to watch us play. 

Let’s change that as we begin our training program.

Let’s do what the writer to the Hebrews recommends:


as we go for the gold, let’s remember heroes from the past.

2) Why should we remember heroes?

But why?
What will remembering these heroes do for us?

Spiritual champions from the past, first of all,

provide us with examples.

They show us just what God can do through little people with big faith.
Basketball players want to “be like Mike”.
Soccer players want to “bend it like Beckham”.

Baseball players want to hit like Barry Bonds and pitch like Roger Clemens.

Why, then, don’t we want to be like David, the man who had God’s heart?

Why don’t we aspire to be like Peter, the rock on which Jesus built his church?

Why don’t we strive to be like Dorcas, the woman who was always doing good?

Do you remember Bob Beamon?
He was a broad jumper who regularly recalled the feats of previous broad jumpers.
Why?  Because he wanted to meet – and beat – their records.

And in 1968, at Mexico City, he succeeded.

He jumped an amazing 29 feet, 2½ inches,


beating the old record by almost 2 feet!

That’s what happens when we remember heroes from the past.

The spiritual champions who are sitting in the stands today have “set the bar” for us;


they’ve set the standard for excellence in the game we play.

And they’re watching…


watching to see if we can meet – perhaps even beat – what they have done.

They’re waiting and
watching – as Dwight Moody once said – 

to “see what God can do through one person who is totally committed to him.”

Remembering heroes not only provides us with examples to follow;


remembering them also promotes responsibility.

But how do these spiritual champions from the past do that?

How do they make us more accountable for what we do today?

When I – as a Christian -- faltered and fell almost 20 years ago,

it was nameless Christians in Asia who helped to pull me up again.

As I was having difficulty living according to the faith I professed,


I heard of Asian Christians who were actually dying for their faith.

Their example shamed me.

More than that!

Their example prompted me to look at how I was living…


and then look to God to help me change how I was living.

The writer to the Hebrews – in chapter 11 -- mentions nameless people who


“trusted God and were tortured, preferring to die rather than turn from God.”


“Some,” he says, “died by stoning, and some were sawed in half.”

And then he adds, “They were too good for this world.” [Hebrews 11:35,37,39]
Well, these people who “were too good for the world” are good for us.

This “noble army of martyrs”, you see, is also sitting in the stands.

Remembering them…and their death

is designed to make us more responsible.

Their dying for Christ in the past can help us begin living for Christ today.

Remembering the heroes provides us with examples,

promotes accountability,



and – finally – produces encouragement.
Who knows how many people have been inspired by Wilma Rudolph.
As a child, she suffered from pneumonia, then polio.

As she grew up, she wore a brace on her left leg.

But she went on to win three gold medals

running races for the United States in the 1960 Olympics at Rome.

Who knows how many of us can be inspired by spiritual champions from the past.
Why do you think God – in the Bible – includes the story of Moses…


that stammering hot-head who – at age 80 -- became the leader of God’s people?

Why do you think God mentions Rahab the prostitute,

the prostitute who spared some of God’s people?

Why does he speak of Peter, 

the man of clay who became a rock?

These stories were written, says Paul


-- that missionary who once was a murderer --


these stories were written “to teach us…so that we might have hope.” 
[Romans 15:4]


It doesn’t matter who you are…where you’ve been…what you’ve done.

Remember the heroes,


and you will realize that God can do great things for you…with you…through you.

We are ordinary people, yes…

but he is an extraordinary God.

3)  How can we remember the heroes?
How can we remember these heroes from the past?

What can you and I do 

so that these spiritual champions will provide 

the example…the accountability…the encouragement that we need today?

Very simply, we need to know who they are and what they have done…”by faith”.

Let this, then, be our assignment for the week:

As we “go for the gold”,


let’s find a spiritual champion that we can follow...



and let’s learn as much as we can about our “hero”.

Now, you certainly won’t hear of these heroes 

as you listen to Jay Leno or David Letterman.
You won’t see any reenactments of what these heroes did by faith 
as you watch Sex in the City.

No, you’ll need to get off of your couch 

and get into a Christian bookstore.

You’ll need to scan the shelves, 


looking for a book about someone special



-- a woman such as Lisa Beamer, a man such as Jim Elliot --




a hero whose life will inspire you to give your life more fully to God.

If you’re not into reading,


why not get a video about a saint like Teresa, 

the little sister who made such a big difference in Calcutta?
But aim high!

Remember: we’re “going for the gold”!

The hero we choose and chase


-- the spiritual champion we find and follow --



will help determine the kind of person we ultimately become.
One of my heroes is Robert Morrison.

He was classified as a dunce when he was in school.

He was considered to be a devil when he was a teenager.

But God called him to become a Christian and then a missionary –


the first Protestant missionary to China…



and the first person to translate the Bible into Chinese.

To do this, the little dunce had to learn Hebrew and Greek, then Chinese.
While he was doing this, the little devil had to deal with the big Devil himself:


he had to overcome one obstacle after another,


including the death of his wife and son.

How did Morrison manage?

By faith, my friend, by faith…


by faith in a God who loved him…a God who gave his life for him.

While I lived in Hong Kong, 


I would travel 40 miles to visit his grave and read his story



whenever I started to feel sorry for myself.

Now that I am back in the States,


I still think of Robert Morrison…



still see that old Brit as one of the great saints in the grandstand,




cheering me on.

Whom do you want sitting in your grandstand?

Whom do you want setting the standard for you?

Whom do you want stimulating you to live for the God who died for you?
If you need help in choosing a champion to follow,


give me a call.

I’d be delighted to introduce you to a real hero.

There are so many…

“We are,” said the writer to the Hebrews, “

“surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses.” [Hebrews 12:2]
Conclusion
A friend once told me:


“Every Christian needs a Paul and a Timothy”.

What did he mean?
No matter where we find ourselves on our journey with Jesus,


we all need two other people to travel with us.

We need someone like Paul 

-- a spiritual champion, a hero – 

whom we can imitate.
We also need someone like Timothy 
– a seeker, a struggler – 

who will imitate us.
In other words, as we journey with Jesus,


we need to find a mentor for ourselves



and to be a mentor to someone else.

We are surrounded by so many witnesses,


and yet we are to be witnesses ourselves.

God so loved the world that he once gave his son to be the Savior;

whoever believes in him will live forever.

God so loves the world that he still gives sons and daughters to be heroes;


whoever imitates these champions will learn to live by faith now.

	On 01 August 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN. If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651 770-3618).
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