Give Up WHAT?!?
Reconnect – February 3, 2008
Text: Hebrews 12:1-2
Key Thought: The ancient Christian practice of Lent can refocus and reinvigorate our relationship with God by temporarily eliminating a distraction from our lives, and then using the space that we gain to spend more time with Him and help others instead.
1Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress.  And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us.  2We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from start to finish.  
           





            (Hebrews 12:1-3, NLT)

Intro: Hoarding – the Collyer brothers
· In the year 1947, New York society was electrified by the story of the Collyer brothers, Homer and Langley
· After a neighbour had called the police, saying that someone had died at their address, it took the authorities more than two weeks to empty the three-story Harlem brownstone of over 136 tons of garbage and items of all kinds to discover that both brothers had died, killed by what they had hoarded over the years
· The brothers had been mentally ill recluses for years – only coming out at night, with the doors and windows to the house barricaded and the interior of the house full of traps to discourage burglars and the curious
· At last, they had died when one of the newspaper bundle traps had collapsed, killing one brother as he was bringing the other brother food – and that brother, blind and paralyzed, had then starved to death
· The entire nation marvelled at what was recovered from the house: bundles upon bundles of old newspapers, folding beds and chairs, half a sewing machine, boxes, parts of a wine press, the frame of baby carriages, rakes, old umbrellas tied together, rusty bicycles, old food, potato peelers, guns, ammunition,  thousands and thousands of books, a horse’s jawbone, an early x-ray machine, rope, glass chandeliers, bowling balls, camera equipment, the folding top of a horse-drawn carriage, a sawhorse, three dressmaking dummies, painted portraits and posters, plaster busts, a kerosene stove, a checkboard, over 25,000 books, human organs pickled in jars, eight live cats, the chassis of a Model T Ford, flags and tapestries, hundreds of yards of unused silks and fabrics, fourteen pianos, organs, violins, banjos, bugles, accordions, and 34 bank account passbooks – as well as incredible amounts of garbage
· Eventually the house had to be torn down, it was in such decay
Hoarding in our lives
· I guess I know what we’ll all be doing this afternoon – going home and throwing some things out
· Who would ever think that your stuff could be hazardous to your health?  At least other than the stuff in the door of your fridge?
· The Collyer brothers were obvious hoarders – people who hang on to things they don’t need, long after they’re useful, just in case, as a symptom of an obsessive-compulsive disorder
· But I also think that perhaps it’s a bit of a metaphor for our lives – that our “brownstones” can get cluttered as well, and that can make our lives unhealthy
· We try to juggle too many balls, or carry too many things at once, or have too much sticking to us as we pass through our lives, and it can slow you down and wear you out
Read Text: Hebrews 12:1-3

· The writer of the New Testament letter called “Hebrews” had something to say to that, and it’s what I’d like to take a look at this morning: Hebrews 12:1-2
1Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress.  And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us.  2We do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from start to finish.  
(Hebrews 12:1-3, NLT)

A Closer Look:
· We don’t often talk about this section of the New Testament in church

· There’s some complicated arguments, there’s a lot of references back to the part of the Bible called the Old Testament, and often we don’t really get it 

· Not only that, but we don’t know who wrote it

· Put all that together, and it’s a lot easier to look elsewhere for inspiration and guidance

· But this much we do know: that this is a letter written to a group of Christians who came to Jesus from a very religious, Jewish background – a group that was used to trying to please God through lifestyle, through what they did and didn’t do, through keeping the rules and being good people

· That’s a very tiring way to live – and so we also know that this was written to them to tell them not to give up on their newfound faith in Jesus

· He was the One who really mattered – not the traditions, not the rituals, not what they had come out of or where they had come from

· This section of that letter has a lot of these themes in it:

· v1 – “since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life of faith”

· The section just before is sometimes called the Bible’s “Hall of Fame” – it’s a list of portraits of faith in God – ordinary people who did extraordinary things because they trusted God

· The author builds on all of the case studies they’ve just given in order to encourage these people to live their lives for Jesus

· “witnesses” – the Greek word “marterion” – martyrs, people who give their lives for their faith

· Sometimes people think when they read this that all of these people are like spectators at an event – that they’re watching this race and cheering us on

· But that’s reading us back into it – a better way to look at it, given the words used, is that these people were witnesses in themselves to the life and love of God – they were able to do it, their lives are inspirations to us, and we can do the same, because it’s the same God that we serve
· v1 – “let us strip off every weight that slows us down” – makes sense that in a race, you would try to be as light and streamlined as possible – something that the US track and field team has led the world in

· Every Olympics they have nastier uniforms and lighter shoes, all in an effort to get even the smallest edge, because even just a tenth of a second can make the difference between a gold and being off the podium 

·  v1 – “especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress” – this clarifies the idea of weights holding us down – there are distractions and things that come from just living life, and then there are other things that are just wrong, actions that we commit, that hurt others and grieve God – and they are going to really keep us from going in the right direction
· v1 – “And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us” – literally, that He has “marked out” for us – He demonstrates what that life looks like – and how does He do that?
· v2 – “we do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, on whom our faith depends from start to finish”

· What was His life like?

· What did He endure?

· What did He gain by doing so?  

· How did He “finish the race”?
Following Jesus – it’s not always easy:
· Stuff gets in the way – sin, enemy tactics, discouragement, distractions, busyness – we can tend to drift

· Konami Track and Field – the ultimate button-mashing arcade game

· If you didn’t mash the buttons, your player wouldn’t go anywhere – it would just slow down and then stop – you had to stick with it, even if you thought your hands were going to fall off 

· That’s the way this life is with Christ – sometimes, we get off course, or distracted, and we seem to just gradually start coasting, and then slowing, and then... pfft.
· What can make that process quicker is when we start to get weighted down – when there’s something in our lives that we know shouldn’t be there,  but we’re unwilling to get rid of

· And then what can help us?

· Sometimes a shock to our system, or a difficulty in our lives can push us back towards God

· But sometimes those things don’t come – so how to approach the drift?
Lent: 
· What is it?

· Definition of Lent: the 40 day period before Easter which is set aside to be a time of personal growth through self-denial and a renewed focus on God, as opposed to other distractions in life – eliminate a distraction, grow closer to God

· Mardi Gras – one last party before Lent comes with Ash Wednesday – where traditionally Christians are marked with a cross on their forehead of ashes – a symbol of sorrow or repentance

· Lent begins with Ash Wednesday (this year, it’s February 6th) and ends with Holy Saturday – the day before Easter Sunday, which this year is March 23
· Not just a negative, but a potential positive

· A lot of followers of Jesus have shied away from Lent – they’ve seen it as something that’s empty religion and ritual, or excessive – more like Ramadan, the fasting month of Islam, rather than something that can help one’s friendship with God
· But with the right understanding of who God is, and what this was meant to be, and the right motivation, it can be a positive thing in our lives
· How should we do it?

· Today, some people give up something they enjoy, add something that will bring them closer to God, and often give the time or money spent doing that to a good cause 
· What could we give up? (discuss – what do people give up for Lent?)

· Shopping/consumerism
· Alcohol
· A certain food or types of food
· A TV show/DVD rentals
· Video games or a certain video game 
· Using credit
· It has to be something that will provide a sufficient shock to the system
· What could we add?  Spiritual practices...
· Prayer for other people 
· Journaling
· Bible Reading
· Listening/solitude/silence
· Spiritual friendship/confession
· Fasting
· Secrecy
· Study
· Memorization
· Worship
· Giving
· Evangelism
· What can happen as a result?
Key Thought: The ancient Christian practice of Lent can refocus and reinvigorate our relationship with God by temporarily eliminating a distraction from our lives, and then using the space that we gain to spend more time with Him and help others instead.
Conclusion: Spring Cleaning
· Three piles: throw out, put away, decide – and when we do, we enjoy our space that much more, and it becomes that much more livable
· Well, Lent is an old English word for spring – what Lent became called as people started to use English in their worship

· Spring is a time of new life – when our environment is reinvigorated, when change comes for the better – and it’s also a time when things get cleaned up or thrown out

Response – the choices card
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