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APPLAUSE FOR


MARATHON FAITH


“Having just run my first marathon, I have a new appreciation for the title and this book—Marathon Faith. We live in a culture that celebrates fifteen minutes of fame, but in God’s kingdom, it’s about long obedience in the same direction. Marathon Faith will inspire you to run longer and run stronger. Thanks to my friend, John Van Pay, for setting the pace!”


                  —MARK BATTERSON, bestselling author of The Circle Maker and lead pastor of National Community Church


“My friend, John Van Pay, has given us a wonderful gift in his book, Marathon Faith. He reminds us that living for Christ is an endurance race, not a sprint, and that it’s not how we start, but whether we finish that counts. Drawing from the stories of real people in Hebrews 11—all of them as human and vulnerable as we are—this book bores into our souls with conviction, challenge, insight, humor and captivating storytelling. John is my daughter’s pastor and a personal hero of mine, and I commend not only his book but also the integrity of who he is to you.”


                  —DR. JAMES BRADFORD, general secretary of the United States Assemblies of God and author of Lead So Others Can Follow


“Every Christian has trouble in life and struggles with living out his or her faith. John Van Pay, a pastor and endurance athlete, has written a compelling book to encourage us not only to survive but also to run our races victoriously by the power of the Holy Spirit. Marathon Faith uses the flawed examples from Hebrews’ Faith Hall of Fame to show us how God turns our weaknesses into durable strengths.”


                  —SCOTT WILSON, pastor of The Oaks Fellowship Church and author of Clear the Stage


“Keeping pace, finding rhythm, and focusing on the prize are all things that help not only marathon runners but also everyone who is on the journey of life. Marathon Faith reminds us that Jesus is the best pace setter. It gives examples of real leaders from the Bible who will inspire you to not throw in the towel. Thanks, John, for helping so many discover the courage to live life with greater endurance.”


                  —DOUG CLAY, general superintendent of the United States Assemblies of God


“Look at the table of contents. That’s all it took for me. I want to be like all those named. They had one thing in common: they finished their lives well. I too want to finish well. In Marathon Faith, my friend, John Van Pay, says, you can. You must. I will. So can you.”


                  —SAMUEL CHAND, leadership consultant and author of Bigger, Faster Leadership


“You can feel John’s love for God leaping off these pages. Marathon Faith is more than a great read, it’s a manual for running the race. John does an excellent job of articulating the stories of the great runners who have gone before us.”


                  —BILL TAYLOR, chief meteorologist at KENS 5 Eyewitness News, San Antonio, Texas


“Marathon Faith presents an innovative “Faith” training program that is right on target. This is a very insightful book that is extremely beneficial for anyone seeking to increase their endurance in faith. John shares his personal stories, making it even more compelling. His experience and knowledge supports athletes and anyone seeking a real and lasting relationship with God. I highly recommend reading John’s book and using it as a training tool to guide you through this amazing journey with Christ.”


                  —APRIL LEAL, owner of Your Destination Fit and Christ follower


“Having known John for nearly thirty years, I have watched him live out the principles he shares in this book. John is not a quitter. Through tragedy and setbacks, John has persevered and kept his eye on the prize. As you read his story, you will be inspired to press on through your obstacles and FINISH your race! Thanks, John, for running your race with integrity and passion!”


                  —BRIAN DOLLAR, associate pastor of First Assembly Church, North Little Rock, Arkansas, and author of I Blew It! and Talk Now and Later


“In a time of ever increasing darkness in the world, there stands a remnant. This band of devoted disciples is wholeheartedly committed to the cause of Christ. One of the men serving Christ is John Van Pay. He has served in excellence for over three decades, declaring vision and deeply loving the people around him. Marathon Faith is an encouraging overview and exposition of Hebrews’ hall of faith. John’s ridiculously funny and encouraging stories drive home the eternal principles that will help you finish your race.”


                  —W. KYLE VOLKMER, teaching pastor of Gateway Fellowship Church and author of These Things


“From years of pastoral experience, I’ve seen first-hand the pattern of people starting fast and hot in faith but becoming overwhelmed and flaming out over time. How can we as spiritual leaders help people finish the race of faith in a world full of challenges and difficulties? John Van Pay offers biblical solutions to real life struggles of faith in Marathon Faith. John is one of the most thoughtful and committed disciple makers I know, and he’s built his life and church on the principles in this book. Whether you’re starting your own race, or you’ve been running for a while, or you’re helping others run their race of faith, you will no doubt find yourself motivated and inspired to go the next mile.”


                  —CHRIS RAILEY, network director of the Church Multiplication Network for the United States Assemblies of God


“William Carey, when asked about the secret of his missionary success, said, ‘I can plod. I can persevere in any definite pursuit. To this I owe everything.’ Biblical faith is a blend of great expectations and great endurance. We believe God can do improbable, impossible, immediate things, AND we commit to arduous yet rewarding processes of trusting obedience. Using Scripture and story, John Van Pay shows how Christian life and service are enjoyable runs of endurance, plodding pleasures. As the global Church takes Jesus seriously in its obedience to “Finish the Task” by preaching the Gospel to every group of people, we are all going to need Marathon Faith.”


                  —DICK BROGDEN, founder of the Live Dead movement in Cairo, Egypt
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I dedicate this to my dearly loved children, Hannah Grace, Emma, and Bryce. You are my treasure. With every word, I thought of you in my mind and prayed for you from my heart. The Lord has a great purpose for your life, and I will do whatever it takes to help you fulfill it. May you finish your race to the glory of God.


I love you.


Daddy
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SURRENDERING YOUR LIFE to JESUS IS the BEGINNING of YOUR MARATHON LIFE of FAITH


Finishing is better than starting.


ECCLESIASTES 7:8, NLT


“I WILL NOT SWIM WITH THE SHARKS!”


My wife Stephanie faced her greatest fear lurking beneath her in the frigid, dark waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Uncomfortable and restricted by a wetsuit and paralyzed by fear on a sandy beach, she refused to start the swim section of her first triathlon. In that moment I knew I could only be successful as her coach if she trusted me, overcame her fear, and pushed onward to cross the finish line.


How will you respond when you face your greatest obstacle and everything in you screams to quit? Your life is your race. You were created to run it, but realize running the race is not easy. It isn’t a sprint; it’s a marathon. Finishing strong requires an attitude of tough endurance. It’s not something you were born with, and it doesn’t come free. Scripture doesn’t say finishing requires talent, speed, good looks, a boatload of cash, or even happiness but an attitude of tough endurance, and that endurance comes through suffering and overcoming obstacles.


I pray this book will help you discover the essentials from the endurance runners of the Bible. Did you realize the Bible mentions 3,237 different people? Of the approximately 1,300 spiritual leaders from Scripture, on average, only one in three finished well. You will learn in my favorite chapters of the Bible, Hebrews 11 and 12, that the endurance runners are not listed to cheer you on. It’s what you will see in them that makes the difference in your race. None are perfect. None are better than the rest of us. Abel had sibling issues. Noah loved wine too much. Abraham lied. Jacob deceived. Moses murdered. Samson loved himself some women. David struggled with all of the above. They were jacked up and so are we. The one thing they possessed was endurance. Faith made them strong. “By faith” is listed twenty-seven times in Hebrews 11 alone.


Grit is missing today when things get tough. I believe God called me to write this book because I’m broken over those I love who quit early. It’s not okay that many ministers who start well are taken out right before their breakthrough, or that students who graduate soon quit following the Lord. So many start a journey of following Jesus without a realistic expectation of the price required to finish their spiritual race. As a result, they get frustrated and lose spiritual passion for Jesus.


Anyone can toe the line, but not everyone will endure to the end. A follower of Jesus is not called to sit on the sofa and binge watch another television series. It’s an endurance race. When your body is done and your emotional tank is empty, what remains? Your race will be relentless. It requires discipline, difficult training, sacrifice, the ability to suffer, and an enduring faith. Hebrews 11:1–2 says, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the people of old received their commendation.” The endurance runners listed in this book possessed a faith certain of the reality of God. Do you have this endurance that will do whatever it takes to finish? It’s your choice. If you quit early, it’s on you. If you finish, all glory belongs to the Lord.


How can you develop endurance? How can you not quit in the face of hardship and pain? Acquiring the wisdom needed to develop endurance comes from applying the experience of others. In every chapter, you will discover a new endurance runner listed in Hebrews 11. You will be inspired by stories and practical lessons that will help you become a finisher. Unlike you, the endurance runners passed away before Jesus came and didn’t witness the fulfillment of the greatest promise. But they’re with Him now and waiting for you to join them. The great cloud is incomplete without you. To join them and finish well you must lock your eyes on our Lord Jesus Christ. He persevered through every obstacle, trial, and temptation. You can too by learning from His perfect example. You can also learn from the mistakes of others, myself included. After doing twenty-five years of ministry and finishing seventy endurance events, I discovered important principles to help you succeed.


You will fail more times than you can count, but you must get back up and continue. So much is at stake. You will face obstacles. They are the trials and temptations keeping you from finishing your race. Health problems. Relational conflict. Past failure. Shame. Marriage issues. Work problems. Financial storms. It may seem impossible to overcome. There is a real enemy who is like a shark waiting to take you out. This enemy desires to steal, kill, and destroy you. Don’t be afraid. It won’t be easy. Don’t raise the white flag. Never quit. You are not alone. God is for you. Never believe the lie that you don’t have what it takes to finish. Discover the essentials found in Jesus and the endurance runners who’ve gone before you to help you reach the finish line. Jesus said in this world you will have troubles, but take heart because He has overcome the world.


This book will challenge you to last. The race begins at a new birth in Christ Jesus. It ends at the finish line when you fulfill His greatest purpose. I hope this book flips your switch. There is a prize at the finish line. It’s not a medal or a first-place trophy. Those will rust and crumble. The prize at your finish line will bring you more joy than you could ever imagine. Dig deep. You are stronger than you think. Discover the courage Jesus instills in you. Find comfort in knowing you’re not alone in your mistakes.


You may not have to finish everything you start, but you must finish what is most important. This book will train you to overcome common obstacles. You are living in a critical time. Now more than ever, you need to realize you can’t run this race on your own. As Stephanie trusted me to be her coach, trust God to use this book as a training tool to help you overcome what you will face.


It comes down to three simple words: FINISH YOUR RACE. Turn the pages, and let’s run it together.


“Let us run with endurance the race God has set before us” (Hebrews 12:1).
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LOOK WHERE YOU WANT TO GO
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JESUS


Jesus + Nothing = Everything


THE ROAD SEEMED TO STRETCH LONGER AND LONGER AS I pushed one pedal down after the other. As I rode my bike up to the traffic light on the feeder of I-40 in middle-of-nowhere, Arkansas, I lost the little strength I needed to simply pull my cleats out of the clips in my pedals. With my feet stuck to my pedals, you can imagine what happened next.


I collapsed, crashing into the pavement. The pain of biting hunger and road rash caused by the fall kept me on my back. I only had nine miles left ahead. Did I have what it would take to get back up and finish the race? I cycled 301 miles from Fort Smith to West Memphis in twenty-three hours and needed to embrace my “why” if I was to continue. While lying on the hot asphalt, my eyes found the small portrait of a missionary in China I had taped to the stem of my bike before beginning the race. I remembered the sacrifice he was making away from his family to care for orphans and the risk he was taking to share his faith “underground” in a closed, oppressed country. I promised him I would finish. Donors gave thousands of dollars to this charity ride so he could have a new van to spread the Gospel. Remembering my “why” was essential to digging deep, finding the strength, and getting back on my bike to finish the race.


The last few miles of every long-distance race are the most difficult, especially when you hit the wall as I did. No matter your preparation, every endurance runner is tempted to quit. It becomes the defining moment when you discover who you really are. You question if it’s worth it. The temptation to quit is like a sabotaging thread woven through your purpose, relationships, job, and life. The voice to quit becomes deafening. It says, “cut the corner,” “leave early,” “I don’t need this,” “raise the white flag,” or even “just move on.” It’s not how you start or how fast you run, but how you finish the race that counts. When you are tempted over and over to give up, it’s essential to remember your “why.” Why do you do the things you do and for whom do you do them? You will need your “why” for the hell to come.


The dramatic but telling play-by-play of that pivotal moment when I faced defeat head-on pales in comparison to my friend who was a little younger than me when he completed his own long-distance race.


No one believed he could finish. His closest friends and family begged him not to go. Even though he considered an alternative route, once he crossed that starting line he set his mind to never quit until he finished the race.


The crowd never cheered. Instead they jeered at him and screamed for him to fail, to fall under the crushing weight of ever-increasing pain and the walls still to come. Instead of a helmet of protection, he was given a thorny crown to pierce his brow. Instead of Gatorade, they spit in his face. Instead of an energy gel for a needed burst of strength, they whipped him with their words. They laughed and mocked without mercy. A 125-pound burden was strapped to the back of his shoulders. Dirt mixed with sweat and blood clouded his vision.


And yet one foot continued to step in front of the other.


In the final stretch of his race, even the taunting crowd cringed at the repeating strikes of a cruel hammer producing the worst pain a human could endure. Every breath brought searing pain as he pushed his feet down against an unyielding spike. It tore muscle, tendon, and bone. To cross his finish line, he would have to give everything he had: his life.


It is finished.


No one took the life of Jesus. He laid it down at the finish line. The author of Hebrews explains in the twelfth chapter that Jesus endured the cross for the joy set before Him. What could possibly bring joy powerful enough to finish the hardest race man ever ran? Jesus never forgot His why. His why behind the cross was love. The prophetic words of Jesus came true in John 15:13: “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.” His love was the why that brought glory to His father by fulfilling God’s will to bring about your salvation. Jesus suffered the greatest pain anyone would ever endure. Jesus loved you that much.


All believers need encouragement in the face of what may seem like insurmountable odds. The early Church, during the first century when the Book of Hebrews was written, experienced such a time. The letter to the Hebrews was written for two reasons. First, to encourage us to never quit because of the pressure exerted from circumstances, those around us, or our own failings and pasts. It was written to recently converted Jews of that time. These Christians lived under constant persecution and pressure, not only from the world but also from friends and family, to return to their former way of life and the religion of Judaism. The second reason was a reminder that Jesus is greater. The author of Hebrews knew these Christians only needed to know Jesus and their resolve would be set.


           Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted (Hebrews 12:1–3).


The cloud of witnesses is not the focus on which our heart is fixed. The Greek word for “witness” is actually “martyr.” A martyr is one who never renounces what he or she believes, even under persecution. He or she never quits.


You will discover more about these endurance runners in later chapters, but for now choose where you will fix your own eyes. Not on the many who went before you but the One. Instead of including Jesus in the heroes of faith in chapter eleven, He stands apart. No one compares. All others are a distant second at best. When your gaze is fixed on Jesus first, above all others, you will discover the foundational strength needed to complete your own journey of faith. Your “why” must be an unselfish love and obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ. Carefully examine and commit to memory how Jesus set his mind to never, ever quit, even in the face of insurmountable odds. Jesus endured everything thrown at Him. His endurance becomes your fortitude. When you are tempted to quit early, never forget to return your gaze to the story of the ultimate finisher. To Jesus.


Look where you want to go. All trail runners and mountain bikers have discovered that if you let a rock or tree root psyche you out, you’ll stare at it and hit it every time. Look for the clean line and hold it. Once, our pastors took a multi-day, twenty-six-mile canoe trip through the beautiful Santa Elena Canyon in Big Bend National Park. It should be on every paddler’s bucket list. The most technical, class three, white water section of the Rio Grande River is called Rock Slide Rapids. You must canoe through a maze of boulders bigger than a house. My partner was our student ministry pastor whom I affectionately call Griz. We made a commitment to each other never to look at a boulder no matter how nice it was. We took a deep breath and were quickly thrust into the maze. Whenever a mammoth boulder was near, I would yell, “Keep paddling. Keep paddling.” A huge rush of satisfaction and relief comes when you navigate the Rock Slide cleanly. If you go first, you have the luxury of looking back with guilty pleasure when your friend’s canoe tips. Watch the show. Don’t be the show. Look where you want to go. The three common perception problems on your spiritual race are the following: no view of Jesus, a distorted view of Jesus, or a low view of Jesus.


NO VIEW OF JESUS


Most of the time it’s not blindness but fixating on the wrong thing. What gets your attention gets you. Jesus says in Matthew 6:22, “The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light.” Is your body dark because your eye is unhealthy?


When you have abundance, it’s tempting to be self-reliant and have no desire for a savior. You become God in your life, and all your focus revolves around your needs, wants, and dreams. Quitting has less to do with self-reliance and more to do with what you’ve forgotten about the character and nature of God. One of the greatest temptations is to fashion God in your own image. You default to worshiping a god of your own character and preference. Instead of believing and trusting man is created in God’s image, you become guilty of breaking the first commandment—making a god after your own image. It’s idolatry. You can’t make God in your own image.


Anything or anyone who gets more devotion than Jesus is an idol. Evaluate the time you give your favorite sports team, hobby, work, social media, or even ministry, friends, and family. Where does your mind drift while you are lying in bed at night, taking a shower, or waking in the morning? It isn’t a passion problem. It’s where you direct your passion. If you love the Church or a worship song more than the person of Jesus, you have a real problem. You are missing out. What if you redirected your focus to Jesus? What if He became the single greatest object of your attention? “But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matthew 6:33).


DISTORTED VIEW OF JESUS


The popular worldview today is that you will reach God no matter what trail you choose in your spiritual journey. If you disagree, you are intolerant and filled with hate. The very people who once preached tolerance and accused Christians of being intolerant bigots only a few decades ago have become intolerant themselves. Now that they have achieved a level of cultural acceptance, “tolerance” is thrown out the window. Under the pressure of such hatred and persecution, Christians have begun to let their moral stance and belief in the absolute truth of the Word of God slide. But the Church’s dangerous shift is less about conforming ourselves into the image of the world and more about what we’ve forgotten about God.


What makes Jesus unique is He came down the mountain because of His love for you. John 1:14 says, “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” He humbled Himself from a position in heaven, came down to personally reveal the character and nature of God, and then died for you. There are many wonderful people to be respected and admired in Scripture and Church history, but only One is worthy of worship. Although many have tried to worship other gods and people, no one has been so wonderfully loved as Jesus. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).


Who or what sits on the throne of your heart as God? You must know who God is based on the Bible, not on the constantly shifting misconceptions thrown around by the changing times and the loudest voices in our culture. If you see God as a genie in a bottle, you will be frustrated when He doesn’t answer your prayers according to your preferences. If you see Him as a cosmic cop, you will be constantly looking over your shoulder after every mistake. If you see Him as distant because you have a dysfunctional relationship with your earthly father, you will never have the personal relationship He desires to have with you. Every misconception produces dangerous consequences. Studying the nature of God as revealed through Jesus in your Bible will help you see the one true God. Christ walked among men to show who God really is. He faced every trial and temptation you will face. He can say, “Me too.” His words and actions flowed from His character. His attributes will shape you. You become what you behold. Your actions and words will flow from a right view of God. Trust the character of God. Trust in His promises.


LOW VIEW OF JESUS


The inner circle of Jesus was told by God not to look around but to keep its gaze on Jesus. Peter wanted to build three altars on top of the mountain where Jesus was transfigured with Moses and Elijah. God commanded this inner circle to only listen to His beloved Son. Only Jesus is the author and finisher of your faith. Only Jesus is your hope. Only Jesus will enable you to cross your finish line. Looking back will cause you to stumble. Looking down will bring discouragement. Looking around will make you feel inferior. Your prize is not a what, it’s a Who. When you discover this, it will shoot joy and renewed strength through your veins.


           Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed the heir of all things, through whom also He created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of His nature, and He upholds the universe by the word of His power. After making purification for sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Hebrews 1:1–3).


Even Jesus looked to a Who other than Himself. Hebrews reveals Jesus has a high view of His Father. Apart from God, He could do nothing on His own. He would only be about His Father’s business. When His disciples asked to see His Father, Jesus said when you look at Me, you see the Father. The Father and Son are one.


You become whomever you behold. “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us,” writes A. W. Tozer in his book Knowledge of the Holy. The one you spend the most time with is the one you start to become like. The first step toward finishing your race is setting your gaze on Jesus. Stop looking to humanity. Jesus had twelve close friends and one betrayed Him. Your friends will let you down. Leaders you elevate will fall short of your unrealistic expectations. Parents and children will break your heart. None will be enough. Jesus is greater. He is your best example for how to finish.


When you focus on the life of Jesus, you’ll discover His purpose. Luke 19:10 reveals Jesus came to this world to seek and save the lost. Jesus started His ministry by revealing His life’s purpose. He continued to worship at the same synagogue in Nazareth He worshiped at as a child. When He stood up to teach, He opened the scroll to Isaiah and read a Messianic prophecy written 800 years earlier. Luke 4:18 relays the five purposes of Jesus: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed.”


Never was this more demonstrated than when Jesus encountered a bunch of religious folks who confronted a woman caught in the act of adultery. The law said she must die. Jesus took a knee and wrote something in the ground with His finger. The last time the finger of God wrote something was on Mount Sinai when He composed the ten commandments. This time, instead of giving the law, the finger of God was extending grace, mercy, and love. One by one her accusers dropped their rocks and left. Imagine the intimate moment between her and Jesus when He told her she would not be accused that day. But then He said, “Go and sin no more.” Jesus is full of grace and truth. Grace says I love you no matter what. Truth says I must be honest with you no matter what.


You are never the same after a real encounter with Jesus. The starting line of your spiritual race begins when you place your trust in Jesus, the Son of God whom the Father raised from the dead. You too are a child of God. Your life has purpose. When you discover His purpose, you’ll discover your purpose. “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Father” (John 14:12). Sustaining a long-term race requires a growing faith and trust in Jesus. The spirit of Christ is in you to start and finish great works. As a follower of Jesus, you’ll discover a race full of adventure and true life when you start fulfilling His purposes. You are created to run, not to stumble. Your race continues when you are being conformed to His character and image. By being obsessed and consumed with Jesus, your heart and mind will be occupied with thoughts that won’t abandon you in your most difficult moments. In Him alone is the faith needed to run your race with endurance to the finish line. You are not meant to run your race alone; you are meant to finish it. And finish it well through a relationship with Jesus. He declared, “I will never leave you.” He will always give you help when you need it most. Over and over, you will be tempted to quit. Your only shot at crossing your finish line is keeping your eyes, heart, and mind centered on Jesus.


“You are of God, little children, and have overcome them, because He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). Dig deep. You are stronger than you think you are because the spirit of Christ is in you. When you feel alone and hope seems too distant, know it would be unfortunate for you to give up now. Jesus never gave up on you! He will give you the strength and grace to continue. Know Him. Love Him. This is eternal life.1 The only way to look past your struggle is to look upon Jesus. You’ve been searching for Him all along. Jesus will help you finish your race.
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DIE DAILY
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ABEL


Jesus is Lord of all or not at all.


“WELL . . . IT’S PRETTY OBVIOUS YOU ARE NOT AN ATHLETE,” my physical therapist muttered.


“What do you mean? I play golf once a week for crying out loud,” I shot back.


She gave me a look. “Riding around in your little golf cart will not get you in shape. You’ll never change until you realize what your poor health is costing you.”


I sat in her office because I blew out my knee playing dodge ball, but that was not the real problem. I had high cholesterol and was well north of 200 pounds. I was a poor model of physical health to my family and unfit to fulfill God’s Kingdom purpose for my life. This hard conversation was the reality check I needed to put the golf sticks in the attic and buy a bike.


Are you ready to pay the price for what matters most? You must be willing to sacrifice your best if you desire the best results. The problem for most is the cost is too high.


It’s no surprise that the author of Hebrews 12 starts the chapter with the word “therefore.” Whenever you see that word, ask yourself why it’s there. What follows in this chapter won’t make sense unless you understand the significance of the “Endurance Runner Hall of Fame” listed in Hebrews 11. Abel is not mentioned first because he got a blue ribbon for coming out of the womb first. He is mentioned first because of what is recorded of him in Genesis 4. It reveals where the race of faith starts for us all.


“By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he was commended as righteous, God commending him by accepting his gifts. And through his faith, though he died, he still speaks” (Hebrews 11:4).


In Abel, we find someone who paid the ultimate price. The Lord was pleased with Abel’s sacrifice because he gave the firstborn of his flock, but Cain’s sacrifice of day-old fruit cost him nothing. He hung his head in shame because he didn’t give what God desired. The way of Cain is the way of self-reliance, pride, self-will, and disobedience. By offering his leftovers, Cain joined others who would honor God by bringing what seemed right while their hearts were far from Him. Paying with a tip instead of the true cost will never meet God’s standard.


Unlike his brother Cain, Abel sacrificed his very best. Abel’s short life declares a pivotal message. Though he suffered a gruesome death at the hands of a jealous brother, his voice has lasted beyond the grave and his worship is forever recorded in the pages of sacred history. Abraham listened to Abel’s voice when he gave God his very best: He obeyed God’s command to tithe the first fruits of his produce. Hannah listened too when she gave God her firstborn son. God gave His very best. He offered Jesus, His only begotten Son. The sacrifice Jesus made was greater than Abel’s. Jesus willingly gave up His life. Cain took Abel’s life, but no one took Jesus’ life from Him. Instead, Jesus was led to His death like a lamb to slaughter. He gave His very best when He paid the highest price of all. Hebrews says Jesus was the mediator of a new covenant. His blood spoke a “better word” than the blood of Abel. Hebrews 9:22 says, “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.” Jesus was stripped of all dignity and hung naked on a cross. That cross means love. Jesus unselfishly chose the highest good of His Father for you. That is what love does. Matthew 26:28 says, “For this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.”


In the example of Abel, we see the starting line of the race: The moment the mind is awakened to the reality of our hopeless condition and the soul makes a sweet surrender to God. We must pass through death to truly live.


Unlike Cain, I’m grateful God spared my life when I only gave leftovers. Soon after starting Gateway Fellowship Church, I was tempted to quit. Attendance and offerings were in sharp decline, and I quickly ran out of savings to pay for even the simplest repairs in our humble, rented house. But my troubles didn’t end with financial worries. My friends who surrendered their lives to Jesus no longer showed up in the teacher’s lounge at Bob J. Beard Elementary School to receive the vital follow-up they needed to fill in their blanks. Then, worst of all, the school district called me in to give me official notification that we could no longer worship at the school.
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