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Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith

NIV
We’re off to a great start!  This is our eighth week of existence and here we are in our own home with a family of Christians who love the Lord, sitting in padded chairs that just seemed to come out of nowhere.  We have half of our families volunteering for some ministry in the church and the other half offering to help the first half.  God has blessed our socks off and continues to do so every day.  At the board meeting this past Thursday, I mentioned that I had no idea what tomorrow (Friday) would bring.  When I arrived home from the meeting, the telephone rang with an offer of 99 free stackable, padded chairs.  They were delivered yesterday and you’re sitting on them today.  God has demonstrated that every animal of the forest is his and the cattle on a thousand hills.
A good start is fine, but trophies are given only to those who cross the finish line.  There are no gold medals for 95-yard dashes.  In fact, the Bible is full of stories of men and women who had great starts for God – but who did not finish strong.

Let’s look at some of the examples God left us in the Word.  There are ten of them in Numbers 13.  You know the story: God is ready to hand over the keys to the Promised Land to the newly liberated nation of Israel.  Under the leadership of Moses, God had brought them out of Egypt after 400 years of slavery.  At least two million left Egypt with the gold and riches of Egypt . . . and now they are ready to enter the rich and prosperous land that will be their new home.  God specifically instructs Moses to pick out 12 men, one from each tribe.  We know that 10 were bad and two were good.  At least, we think 10 were bad, but they weren’t, at least not yet.
God told Moses to pick out 12 ‘leaders’ and Moses looked out over all the men in the 12 tribes (600,000 or more).  These men rose to the top.  These were Israel’s best and brightest.  They weren’t rookies, but salty veterans.  They were men with a proven track record and a vision for the future.  To be in the top 12 of a class of 600,000 is no small thing.  For this mission you don’t put in the third string – you put the ball in the hands of Michael Jordan or Tim Duncan.

They had seen God send plagues to Egypt, 10 guys who say God open the Red Sea for them and their families, 10 guys who had seen God work time and time again on their behalf.  But these were 10 guys who freaked out because the land contained some powerful enemies and strong fortified cities.  They had a great start, but just couldn’t finish the race.

Another example is Solomon.  He had a good start: he had a great father who was a good man.  God said his father was a man after his own heart.  He received good advice.  His father told Solomon, “So be strong, show yourself a man, and observe what the LORD your God requires: Walk in his ways, and keep his decrees and commands, his laws and requirements, as written in the Law of Moses, so that you may prosper in all you do and wherever you go.”  He also made a good request: “O Lord my God, now you have made me king instead of my father David, but I am like a child who doesn’t know his way around.  And here I am among your own chosen people, a nation so great they are too numerous to count!  Give me an understanding mind so I can govern your people well and know the difference between right and wrong.”  God not only gave him a wise and discerning heart but both riches and honor that exceeded everyone around him.  He built a good project.  He built the temple in all of its splendor for the presence of the Almighty God to dwell.  He dedicated it to God in 1 Kings 8 in a prayer of dedication, an awesome prayer: "Blessed be the Lord who has fulfilled his promise and given rest to his people Israel; not one word has failed of all the wonderful promises proclaimed by his servant Moses.  May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our fathers; may he never forsake us.  May he give us the desire to do his will in everything, and to obey all the commandments and instructions he has given our ancestors.  And may these words of my prayer be constantly before him day and night, so that he helps me and all of Israel in accordance with our daily needs.  60 May people all over the earth know that the Lord is God and that there is no other god at all.  O my people, may you live good and perfect lives before the Lord our God; may you always obey his laws and commandments, just as you are doing today" (1 Kings 8:56-61).  He also wrote three books of the Bible.  I think you will agree that Solomon had a good start.  It is so hard to understand his lousy finish.  You see, he did not finish strong.
Let me tell you the fact that good men, Godly men, faithful men, men like Solomon, the 10 spies, King Saul, and Eli the priest, men who flew out of the starting blocks, men who had a commanding half-time lead, finished poorly, scares me.  And I’m not the first person to be concerned about this.  When Paul came to Christ, he fled out of the blocks faster than anyone ever has.  But Paul knew that there was more to a race than the start.  Listen to his words: “I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.  Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it.  But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus” (Phil 3:12-14)

Every one cheers the runners at the start of the race, but the real race is fought and won on the back roads where not many see and few cheer.  That is where many choose to quit and they never make it to hear the cheers at the finish line.
So how do we make sure that we as a new church in this community finish strong?  How can you and I ensure that we cross the finish line with power?  We need to do four things:

1) STAY IN . . . the Word.  Are you in the Word?  Are you on a regular basis in the Word of God?  If you're not, the chances of you finishing strong are not good.  I wouldn’t put any money on you.

2) STAY CLOSE . . . to a friend you can’t con.  Stay close to a friend who loves you enough to tell you when you’re messing up.  Stay close to a friend who will hold you accountable.  One of the primary ways the enemy keeps us from finishing strong is isolation.  Instead of being close to anyone, you become distant.  Instead of being gut-level honest, you begin to shade the truth.  Instead of following Christ, you begin to act like you are following Christ.  Laurel had Hardy, Batman had Robin, and The Lone Ranger had Tonto.  We need that kind of friend.

3) Stay AWAY
. . . from your weak areas, your private sin that so easily hinders your progress.

4) And STAY FOCUSED . . . Runners will tell you that they want to know where the finish line is.  Whether it’s the 100-yard dash or a marathon, a runner still wants to know where the finish line is.

What is the finish line?  It’s when we go to be with the Lord.

Where is the finish line?  No one knows where that line is.  It’s different for each of us.  It could be 6 months or 40 years and that’s what makes the race tough.

In those boat races in the Summer Olympics, there are long sleek boats filled with men sweating and straining, men whose movements are so amazingly synchronized as they pull those long oars through the water.  They have their backs to the finish line and focus on the coxswain.  He’s the man with the megaphone sitting at the end of the boat facing the crew and the finish line.  So all the men at the oars look to him, listen to him, obey his commands, they count on him.  He paces them, encourages them, and they trust him completely to get them across the finish line in the strongest possible way.

That’s the Christian life.  How do we finish strong?  We don’t by focusing on the finish line because we don’t know where it is.  We do it by focusing on Jesus.

Our church is off to a good start.  May it be focused on Jesus as its leader, its power, its goal.  May each one of us begin today doing what is right.  May Pipe Creek Community Church have a great finish.  And so today, we dedicate this building, these grounds, and our very lives to our Savior and Lord Jesus Christ that we may reach the goal and finish the race that lies before us.
