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Pentecost 24

More than survivors

Eye the prize (like Jesus)

Hebrews 12:1-29

Introduction

Albert Einstein was taking the train to an out-of-town speaking engagement.

The conductor came and asked to see his ticket.

The brilliant scientist rummaged through his pockets and briefcase,


but simply couldn’t find it.

Finally, the conductor said,


“Dr Einstein, I know who you are…and I’m sure you bought a ticket.  So don’t worry.”

The conductor then walked down the aisle, checking other tickets.

Before he went to the next car,


the conductor looked back to see Einstein on his hands and knees,



frantically looking under the seats to find his ticket.

He came back and said,


“Dr Einstein, please don’t worry about your ticket.  I know who you are.”

Einstein then looked up and said,


“I know who I am, too.  But I don’t know where I’m going.”

Do you know where you’re going?

For the past seven weeks, you and I have been on a journey.

Along the way, we’ve discovered that we’re traveling through foreign territory.

We’ve also learned how to be “more than survivors” in this foreign land.

But do we know where we’re going?

This morning, the author of an ancient letter reveals our final destination.

He shows us that “heaven is our home”.

He also provides the last travel tip for our journey.

He tells us to do what Jesus did:

“Keep your eyes on Jesus, who both began and finished the race we’re in.  Study how he did it.  Because he never lost sight of where he was headed – that exhilarating finish in and with God – he could put up with anything along the way: cross, shame, whatever.  And now he’s there, in the place of honor, right alongside God.  When you find yourselves flagging, … go over that story again.” [Hebrews 12:2-3 Msg]
When Jesus was on a journey far from home,


he never forgot where he was going.

He never took his eye off the prize:

his home in heaven and the family that awaited him there.

And because he focused on that final destination,


Jesus himself was “more than a survivor”…



he even was able to endure the cross and its shame.

The author of that letter to the Hebrews urges you and me to do what Jesus did:


he urges us to “eye the prize”.

Eye the prize

Focusing on our final destination, he says, will help us in several ways.

1)  It will help you find security (18-29)

First of all, if we eye this prize of a home in heaven,


we can find security.

Frederick Buechner, in his book entitled The Magnificent Defeat, says that


since the beginning of time,



the human race has been a steady stream of refugees,




looking for a safe haven.

Interesting thought, isn’t it?


You and I as refugees…searching for a sanctuary.

Buechner puts it this way:


“Like Adam, we all lost Paradise


and yet we carry around inside us…a longing for…a sanctuary that is no more,


or the dream of a sanctuary that may someday be again.”

We’re looking for a safe place…


but seldom seem to find one.

We marry, thinking our spouse will give us the stability we never had in our family of origin;


then we discover our family today is also dysfunctional.

We take a job, thinking the position will offer us personal prestige and financial security;


then the economy falters and, 

after years of promotions, we face the prospect of finding a different job.

We invest wisely, thinking that our portfolio will ensure a comfortable retirement;


then a debilitating disease – that no money can cure – strikes a member of our family.

We join a church, thinking this community of believers will be a place of refuge;


then a conflict surfaces that divides the congregation into enemy camps.

We live in a country that attracts so many refugees because it seems so secure;


then a terrorist attack reveals that 

this “land of the free and home of the brave” is also vulnerable.

Let me remind you of what Paul Simon – of Simon and Garfunkel fame – wrote years ago.

In a song simply called the “American Tune”,


he says:



“Many’s the time I’ve been mistaken, and many times confused.



Yes, and I’ve often felt forsaken, and certainly misused.



Ah! but I’m alright. I’m alright.



I’m just weary through my bones.



Still you don’t expect me to be bright and bon vivant



so far away from home, so far away from home.”

Did you hear Paul Simon’s lament…his disappointment with life in this land?

Did you also hear his longing…his yearning for another place – a home?

Remember: this song is called the “American tune”.

My fellow Americans, let’s never forget that this land is not our land.

We’re aliens and strangers here


traveling through this place on our journey home.

We’re traveling to a better land,


a place where the family never feuds…



a place where there is enough for all…




a place where sickness never strikes…





a place where peace and justice reign.

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews reminds us of that place.

He tells us – in words designed to lift your spirits and mine:


You are coming “to Mount Zion, the city where the living God resides.

This … Jerusalem is populated by throngs of festive angels and Christian citizens.

It is the city where God is judge, with judgments that make us just.

You (are coming) to Jesus, who presents us with a new covenant, 

a fresh (start) with God.” [Hebrews 12:22-24 Msg]
And then he adds these words:


“Do you see what we’ve got?  An unshakable kingdom!” [Hebrews 12:29 Msg]
Are you a refugee looking for sanctuary?


an American looking for security?



an ordinary guy or gal looking for extraordinary certainty?

Then, says the writer of the letter to Hebrews, look to heaven.

Keep your eye on the prize of that home far away.

And you will see that you’ve got something that lasts…


you’ve got an eternity with God and his people.

You will see that you’re part of a kingdom that is “unshakable”.

Focusing on our final destination can help us in several ways.

When we “eye the prize”, we can find security;


we also can find significance.

2)  It will help you find significance (4-17)

I’m sure you’ve heard it…


the claim that if we are “heavenly minded”, we are no “earthly good”.

I don’t know about you, but I beg to differ with that statement.

For the past seven weeks, we’ve heard from seven people…


seven individuals who made their home in heaven…



but seven individuals who also made a difference on planet earth.

Even though all of these people – as the writer of that letter to Hebrews says –

were “longing for a better country – a heavenly one” [Hebrews 11:16 NIV]


each did some pretty good things while they were in this world.

Do you remember Moses – 

the man who reminded us to make choices good for our soul?

He rescued an entire nation from slavery.

Do you remember Joseph – 

the lad said who said we should “agree to flee” sexual temptation?

He became the prime minister of Egypt

and saved the peoples of the Middle East from starvation during a long famine.

And what about Esther – 

the woman who urged us to “find alien allies” on our journey home?

She was crowned the Queen of Persia…and prevented a holocaust.

Then there’s Nehemiah – 

the wine-taster who stressed the need to take the time to “pamper our souls” each week.

His contribution to society?  

He restored the walls of an ancient city.

Paul showed us how to “compliment the culture”…

how to have a positive impact on the people we meet during our journey home.

Paul himself has set the standard for all peace-makers on planet earth;


he demonstrated how to build bridges – not walls – between different cultures.

Do you remember Daniel –


the young man with the mature mind…

the young man who told us to “axe the excess” and travel light?

He advised the king of Persia on the affairs of state.

And finally there was Ruth – 

the young woman who dared us to do what she did: “take a chance”.

In her home, she assumed a task that many people avoid:

she cared for an aging parent.

These are just some of those people, says the writer of that letter to the Hebrews…


those people of whom “the world is not worthy.” [Hebrews 11:38 NIV]
Even though the world was not their home


-- remember: they were “longing for a better country” --



they made the world a better place in which to live.

They were, then, both “heavenly minded” and “earthly good”.

No wonder the writer of the letter to the Hebrews tells us not to dream.

Yes, he urges us to “eye the prize” ahead;


but he also says this:

“Don’t sit around on your hands!  No more dragging your feet! … Work at getting along with each other and with God. … Make sure no one gets left out of God’s generosity.” [Hebrews 12:12,14-15 Msg]

In other words, as you make your way home,


don’t forget to make a difference.

This is what Esther Palmer did.

Esther was stricken with rheumatoid arthritis as a young wife and mother.

For most of her adult life, Esther knew what it was like to die…one inch at a time.

First came the pain, then the lack of mobility.

Her fingers curled, her knees locked, her back stiffened.

Her friend Norma Stevens has written the story of this Esther.

Norma tells us that Esther had only one physical resource:


the index finger of her right hand did not curl up as all the others did;



it remained a rigid pointer she could use to push buttons on her touch-tone phone.

Norma writes,

“Esther’s greatest joy was (being) the chairperson of the church’s Refugee Resettlement Committee.  With that one finger, she contacted agencies, solicited donations…and arranged committee meetings.”

Esther Palmer saw herself as an alien and stranger in this world.

She, in fact, longed for her home in heaven.

But she didn’t feel sorry for herself,


simply waiting to be rescued from the prison of her crippled body.

She was “more than a survivor”.

She used what she could – one finger – to make a difference in the world.

She used one finger to help refugees find a home.

C S Lewis, in his book Mere Christianity, wrote:

“If you read history, you will find the Christians who did most for the present world were those who thought most about the next.  … All left their mark on earth precisely because their minds were occupied with heaven.  It is only since Christians have ceased to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this one.”

And I love what he says at the end:


“Aim at heaven and you will get earth thrown in.  Aim at earth and you will get neither.”

“Eye the prize”…and you’ll find that 

you no longer need to seek security…


you no longer need to search for significance.

“Eye the prize” and you’ll find that you that you have both.

You’ll also find that you have a Savior.

3)  It will help you find a Savior (1-3)

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews tells us to do what Jesus did:

 to “eye the prize” ahead.

But he also tells us to keep an eye on Jesus himself:


“Keep your eyes on Jesus, who both began and finished the race we’re in.”

He then tells us to “study how he did it”…


to see how Jesus “never lost sight of where he was headed…”



to see how “he could put up with anything along the way.”

And finally he adds:


“When you find yourselves flagging…go over that story again.” [Hebrews 12:2-3 Msg]


But why?

Why keep an eye on Jesus?

Will he show us how to be “more than survivors”?

If we study how he did it, will we learn the seven habits of a tough disciple?

Will his example somehow lift us up when life in this world gets us down?

Why keep our eyes on Jesus?

Let’s ask another question:

why did Jesus do what he did?

why did he never lose sight of where he was headed?

why did he put up with everything along the way?

You’re one reason…and I’m another.

Jesus knew where he was headed –


he was going home…home to prepare a place for you and me.

Jesus also knew what he had to do to prepare that place for us –

that’s why nothing stopped him along the way…


nothing – not the cross…not the grave.

You see, Jesus chose to be refugee – a displaced person -- on planet earth.

Why?

So he could provide a safe haven for all other refugees…for all of us.

When find yourself flagging, go over that story again

You’ll find Jesus is more than a good story;

you’ll find he’s a great Savior.

So keep an eye on Jesus.

You will find that, even today, he still knows where he’s going…

he’s going to get you home.

You think you may want to spend eternity Jesus?

Jesus is determined to spend eternity with you!

That’s why – if you keep an eye on Jesus – 

you’ll also find that he still puts up with anything along the way.

When you stumble on the way home, he will steady you.

When you fall, he will lift you up.

When you fail, he will forgive.

When you hurt, he will heal.

When you’re broken, he will mend.

When you face a loss, he will provide.

When you get lost, he will be your way.

And when you die, he will carry you home.

Conclusion

This Sunday marks the end of our 50-day adventure.

I pray that, along the way,

we all realized – in ever greater measure – 

that we are citizens of heaven with a temporary address on planet earth.

I also pray that we learned how to make the most of our time in this world…


that we learned how to thrive in a land so far from home.

But, above all, I pray that today 

we learned what a cab-driver from Jamaica once told a tourist in Washington DC.

If you’ve ever visited the National Archives Building in our nation’s capitol,


you may have noticed the slogan engraved in marble at the foot of the steps.

It reads:


“The heritage of the past is the seed that brings forth the harvest of the future.”

When a foreign tourist saw this slogan,


he asked his taxi driver to explain what it meant.

The Jamaican cab driver – with only a grade school education – replied,


“Man, I’m not really sure.  But I think it means you ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”

Our adventure is over.

The journey home continues.

And we ain’t seen nothin’ yet!
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