“Faith is God's work in us that changes us and gives new birth from God. (John 1:13). It kills the Old Adam and makes us completely different people. It changes our hearts, our spirits, our thoughts and all our powers. It brings the Holy Spirit with it. Yes, it is a living, creative, active and powerful thing, this faith. Faith cannot help doing good works constantly. It doesn't stop to ask if good works ought to be done, but before anyone asks, it already has done them and continues to do them without ceasing.  Anyone who does not do good works in this manner is an unbeliever.  He stumbles around and looks for faith and good works, even though he does not know what faith or good works are. Yet he gossips and chatters about faith and good works with many words.”

Martin Luther; From ‘Intro to Romans’, 1522 a.d.

Introduction

Last week we saw the great impact that God has had on many witnesses that have gone on before us. They themselves are not the heroes; they are only witnesses to the hero: God Himself in the person of Jesus Christ. Locked in the definition of faith in Hebrews is the idea that we are trusting Jesus to give us what we need (not what we want), namely Himself as our ultimate treasure, which produces incomprehensible joy in our lives. It is when we have this type of faith that we are able to join God in His mission, disregarding the need for our earthly possessions because they are secondary to knowing Christ (see Philippians 3: 7-8). Today our passage continues with the backdrop of chapters 10  and 11 as its foundation. The word “therefore” here (tοιγαρουν) is a compound using three different words as a form of emphasis, highlighting the fact that this set of verses is actually the climax of the author’s argument regarding the promises of God (Hebrews 10:19-12:3 see also 10:23, 36; 11:9,11,13,17,33,39). The “cloud of witnesses” is not watching us; it is a testimony to God’s faithfulness. Because of that, we can trust that God can work in our lives in the same way! He has always worked with ordinary people to do extraordinary things and He is faithful to continue that in our lives here at Harambee! 

From the Head…

Acting in Faith (Hebrews 12:1a)

This is the prerequisite to being called to mission. Biblical faith always results in action (James 2:14-26). We are called to holiness, and our passage exhorts us to throw off the unnecessary weight (ogkon), and the sin (hamartion) that entangles us. Some see the latter as an explanation to the first while others (including myself) see the two as separate things we need to get rid of. The first is the weight of encumbrance of things that may or may not be a sin. The idea comes from the Greek Olympic games where the runners would remove their clothes (particularly the large outer robe), which would hinder their ability to run. There are many things in our life that hinder our ministry because we are treasuring those things over Christ. It’s interesting to note that ancient Greek literature took this word as a sense of pride or conceit. 


The latter word is a bit obvious; Sin is literally “standing around us.” Sin and its tempter, Satan, is an ever-present threat to our lives (see 1 Peter 5:8). Though we are saved through faith in Christ, sin is still present in our bodies (Romans 7:17-18b), and we are called to “put away” (Colossians 3:9-10) the things that are enslaving us and keeping us from the mission that God has called us to. This word (“let us throw off”) is an aorist middle, which indicates that we are involved at the moment of taking part in our own sanctification. As a believer, we have been enabled to “throw away” the things in our life that entangles us, and many of us still live like it is impossible to live the lives God has called us to live. We haven’t come to that place that Moses did where he chose to rather to endure “ill treatment with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin” (Hebrews 11:25). Our sin is a result of a collaboration of our flesh, Satan, and the “world” systems (1 John 2:15-17). It is God who gives us our faith (Ephesians 2:8, 9) that invades our lives, and changes our minds in order to do good works (Ephesians 2:10). We can overcome sin, because God has overcome sin at the cross. Lack of the effects of faith in our lives may mean that we aren’t really in the faith at all.  
Called to Mission (Hebrews 12:1b)

Once we get rid of the encumbrances, our author encourages us to keep “running” the race (agona; contest/struggle) with perseverance or endurance. The Christian life is not easy. It is a struggle. Killing sin off in our flesh takes an effort. Getting into the spiritual disciplines is hard work. We live in a time that struggle is a four-letter word.  The Christian life is a marathon, not a sprint. It is interesting that this race is “marked out” (prokeimenon) by God. He has prepared us to do His wil, and to carry on the works that He calls us to do. We are to run in perseverance because Christ did.

Fixed on Christ (Hebrews 2-3)

We are not to fix our eyes on the cloud of witnesses. There is no one else to set our gaze on but Christ, who is the “Author” (the one who gave us our faith), and the “Perfector” (the one who sustains us, and gives us our motivation) of our faith. We can do what we are called to do because He went before us (see Hebrews 10:25, 26, 34-36). Christ did what He did because of the “joy set before Him.” Our joy has to be in Christ, or else we will not only watch our faith wane, but our joy will wane too. Christ endured the cross and the shame because His joy was in doing His Father’s will, which takes great pleasure in the crushing of His Son for the sake of the elect (Isaiah 53:10). In verse three we see the word “endurance” used for the third time. The race that is marked out for us is like the one marked out for our savior. It’s a race of agony and shame for the sake of others. The world cannot understand what it means to be a follower of Jesus, but by faith, we begin to clearly see Christ in His victory sitting at the right hand of God, and it continues to give us hope and endurance to do His will.

…to the Heart

I think it’s healthy as, Paul reminds us in 2 Corinthians 13:5, to “Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; ﻿ examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test?” Easy belief has led way too many to believe that they are saved because they said a prayer or because they go to church; yet nothing has ever happened to indicate by their lives that they are born by the Spirit of God. God has called us and given us a new heart to love Him and love others. The faith that He gives us changes our hearts and informs our decisions. We now exist to treasure Him and do His will. 







