Pre:

When I started this running series a few weeks ago, I had no idea that this final sermon about crossing the finish line would come right after the death of two of our well-loved members.  But I think that the departure of Bob Hardie and Dan Vogel puts us in the appropriate frame of mind for this topic. 


Today’s Bible passage is a farewell message from the Apostle Paul to his young friend and protégé Timothy.  Paul writes with a keen awareness that his death is imminent.  In his case, it’s not cancer or some other disease that will claim him, but the Roman government.  In a few days or weeks, Paul will be gone.  

And the question is, who will carry on?  I was going to say, who will carry on Paul’s ministry?  But that isn’t really the right question.  Paul’s ministry was unique, not to be duplicated by anyone.  But the mission of the church needed to continue.  And a key person in that time and place was a young man named Timothy.


You’ve heard of Timothy before. Timothy looked up to Paul as a friend and as a mentor.  But Timothy was shy and easily discouraged, so Paul had every reason to be urgent in his appeal to Timothy to carry on his own ministry so that the church would continue to thrive.  


This passage that I’m going to read from Paul’s second letter to Timothy is probably the passage most popular to be read at a new pastor’s ordination or installation service.  You’ll see why.  But I want you to take this message to heart for yourself too, because there is also a message that is universally applicable to every Christian who wants to run and finish the race. 

Run for Your Life: Crossing the Finish Line

2 Timothy 4:1-8


At 7 p.m. on October 20, 1968, a few thousand spectators remained in the Mexico City Olympic Stadium. It was cool and dark. The last of the marathon runners, each exhausted, were being carried off to first-aid stations. More than an hour earlier, Mamo Wolde of Ethiopia—looking as fresh as when he started the race—crossed the finish line, the winner of the 26-mile, 385-yard event. 


As the remaining spectators prepared to leave, those sitting near the marathon gates suddenly heard the sound of sirens and police whistles. All eyes turned to the gate. A lone figure wearing number 36 and the colors of Tanzania entered the stadium. His name was John Stephen Akhwari. He was the last man to finish the marathon. He had fallen during the race and injured his knee and ankle. Now, with his leg bloodied and bandaged, he grimaced with each hobbling step around the 400-meter track. 

The spectators rose and applauded him. After crossing the finish line, Akhwari slowly walked off the field. Later, a reporter asked Akhwari the question on everyone’s mind: “Why did you continue the race after you were so badly injured?”


He replied, “My country did not send me 7,000 miles to start the race. They sent me 7,000 miles to finish it.” (fresh illustrations, 71)


The Apostle Paul might have been asked a similar question:  “why did you keep on with your ministry, after you had so many setbacks—arrested, beaten, left for dead—deserted by your friends and assailed by your enemies?”  I’m sure Paul would have given a similar answer.  God didn’t call me on the Road to Damascus just to begin the race, God called me to finish it. 

I have fought the good fight. I have finished the race. I have kept the faith. 


Anybody who has studied the life of the Apostle Paul knows that this is not a boast.  This is a simple statement of fact.  Before he met Jesus on the Road to Damascus, Paul was running a different race altogether.  But once he got into the Christian life, and into his mission as an apostle and an evangelist, he kept going in that direction.  He was like the Energizer Bunny, preaching the word, encouraging the church, challenging antagonists.  And he didn’t give up, no matter what happened to him. With Gods’ grace and God’s strength and God’s wisdom, Paul kept on track.  All the way to the finish line. 


Now, this is not news to Timothy, and Paul’s agenda is not to just tell Timothy things that Timothy already knows.  Paul’s own life is really the backdrop to his challenge to Timothy.  Paul will soon be gone, and what will Timothy do?  Will Timothy hang in there with his ministry?  Will he finish the race? 


 I want you to understand what Paul means by finishing the race.  On one level, of course, he is speaking about his own death.  But it’s not just about dying.  Everybody dies, but not everybody finishes the race.  Not everybody even starts the race. Because the race that he is talking about in the letter to Timothy—and the race that we have been talking about in this sermon series—is not just about living and dying.  It’s about running the race that God has set before us.  

And what is that race?  In general terms, of course, it’s the Christian life.  It’s about following Jesus. In more specific terms, it’s the unique ministry or calling that God has given to each person.  So Paul challenges Timothy: As for you, always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, carry out your ministry fully.  Carry out your ministry fully.  Timothy’s ministry was not to be a clone of Paul, though it might be fair to say that Paul taught Timothy just about everything he knew about the faith.  But still, Timothy had his own calling as the pastor of the church at Ephesus.  I have a hunch that Paul also wanted to encourage Timothy to be a leader among his colleagues in ministry. But the point is that Timothy had a calling.  And only Timothy could complete that mission. 

The same thing is true for you.  You have a mission to accomplish.  Are you running that race? 

How many of you own running shoes? Did you know that 87% of the people in America who own running shoes never run? (internet) I don’t have a percentage on this, but I wonder what percentage of people in the church never really enter the race.  How many people get fitted for their spiritual running shoes but never enter into their own mission or ministry?  They just try to ride along on the coattails of everybody else. 
When Queen Victoria was a child, she didn’t know that she was in line for the throne of England. Her instructors, who were trying to prepare the young girl for her future, were frustrated because they couldn’t motivate her. She just didn’t take her studies seriously. Finally, her teachers decided to tell her that one day she would become the queen of England. Upon hearing this, Victoria quietly said, “Then I will be good.” The realization that she had inherited this high calling gave her a sense of responsibility that profoundly affected her conduct from then on. (Today in the Word, MBI, December, 1989, p. 35)
Most of you are not going to believe what I am going to say next.  But if you do believe it, it will change your life just as surely as Queen Victoria’s life was changed.  Here it is: Your calling to follow Jesus Christ in ministry is more important to the world than Queen Victoria’s calling to be Queen of England.  See, most of you don’t believe me, do you?  But what if you did?  What if you believed that by following Jesus you could help to change the world? Would you behave differently? Would you interact with people differently? Would you put on your spiritual running shoes and get yourself into training?  Would you spend time reading the Bible, and in prayer?  Would you enter into a ministry that will make a difference in people’s lives?  Would you run the race that God has set before you, instead of those other rat-races that are so popular today? 
Preach the word, Paul said to Timothy.  That was Timothy’s charge.  But this is not just for preachers, it is also the mission of the church.  So, it’s your charge as well. Somebody once said that you are the only Bible that some people will ever read.  Let your life tell the story.  St. Francis said, “Preach the gospel at all times.  When necessary, use words.”  It’s not the words that matter.  It’s you, your life, how you live, and for whom you are running. 

What will it take for you to pick up the baton and run this race? You see, this is a relay that we are running.  Not everybody runs at the same time.  In our Bible reading, Paul is passing the baton on to Timothy.  Paul’s race is done.  Timothy’s is just getting going.  The baton has been passed down through the centuries to you and me. Today, you and I are in Timothy’s running shoes.  It’s our leg of the race.  Don’t pass off the baton like a hot potato.  Grasp it and run. 

You don’t have to be a superstar.  That’s what it always comes down to, it seems.  Most of us don’t feel adequate for this task. And that’s why many don’t get in the race, or drop out along the way. Timothy certainly didn’t see himself as a superstar, either.  He was just Timothy.  Just doing his ministry, which at times was quite grueling.  

Here’s an encouraging story for the Timothy’s among us.  In 1972, NASA launched an exploratory probe called Pioneer 10, on a three year mission to Jupiter.  The mission was to take pictures of Jupiter and its moons, and send the pictures back to earth.  It was a bold plan, for at that time no earth satellite had gone beyond Mars, and they feared the asteroid belt would destroy the satellite before it could reach its target. But Pioneer 10 finished its race to Jupiter and kept going. Swinging past the giant planet in November 1973, Jupiter’s immense gravity hurled Pioneer 10 at a higher rate of speed toward the edge of the solar system and beyond. By 1997, twenty-five years after its launch, Pioneer 10 was more than six billion miles from the sun. 

Despite the immense distance, Pioneer 10 continued to beam back radio signals to scientists on Earth. That in itself was remarkable.  But even more remarkable, wrote Leon Jaroff in Time magazine, was the fact that, “those signals emanate[d] from an 8-watt transmitter, which radiates about as much power as a bedroom night light, and takes more than nine hours to reach earth.” 

Simply stated, The Little Satellite that Could was not qualified to do what it did. Engineers designed Pioneer 10 with a useful life of just three years. By simple longevity, its tiny 8-watt transmitter radio accomplished more than anyone thought possible. (Internet illustration)
And so can you.  God can work with ordinary, 8-watt abilities.  The light of Christ will shine through you (and that’s bright enough!).  But your job, like Timothy’s is to grasp that baton and run your race.  All the way to the finish line. 


The ancient Greeks had a unique race in their Olympic games. The winner was not the runner who finished first. It was the runner who finished with his torch still lit.  (Fan the Flame, J. Stowell, Moody, 1986, p. 32, from sermonillustrations.com)


And that was Paul.  He ran across the finish line with his torch still lit. 


May you run the race that God has set before you, with the strength that God supplies, and may you reach the finish line with your torch still lit. 
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