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“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”

Those words were first uttered more than 2300 years ago by the Greek philosopher Plato.  While much that he said is noteworthy and many of his observations true, none may be truer than this one.  Everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.

Take any gathering of a hundred people and there will be husbands and wives who are privately at each other’s throats and children who live lives of fear or abuse.  There will be teen-agers struggling with their identity or feeling pressured to conform to others’ expectations.  There will be young people finding the transition to adulthood far harder than they had imagined and single parents struggling to be both mom and dad to their children without losing their sanity.  There will be people who battle addictions of all sorts while across the room someone else tries not to drown in the waters of depression.  There are those unemployed and underplayed and those whose jobs suck life and joy from them.  There are men and women who are fighting illness and disease while others contemplate their own mortality or mourn for a loved one lost.  Take any gathering and there will be those who are broke and those who are broken—and this in the safest, freest and most prosperous nation in the world.

Everyone is fighting a hard battle.

And everyone always has.  Plato knew it.  And so did the author of Hebrews.  The people to whom he was writing were in the midst of hard times, times that were made even more difficult by their faith in Christ.  Because of their faith, the world around them had turned against them.  They were enduring a hard struggle, suffering because they followed Jesus, because they found in him God’s very own Son.  Sometimes they were publicly abused or humiliated.  Other times they had their property plundered.  Having come to faith with joy, they had begun to weaken, to think about abandoning Christianity, to choose present comfort over eternal hope.  

And so our author writes to offer counsel, to help the Hebrews endure the difficulties they faced.  And the wisdom he offers is as timeless as Plato’s observation and even truer.

So what does he advise?

First, he urges the Hebrews to strip down.  “Let us lay aside every weight,” he says.

The image is that of a runner preparing for action.  The race before her is long and arduous, and the only way the runner can succeed is if she casts off any encumbrances.  Is there extra weight?  It needs to be lost.  Is the clothing too confining?  It needs to be abandoned.  Is there an attitude that burdens her?  It must be abandoned.  Is there a habit that causes her to stumble?  It needs to be broken.  To run with endurance she has to cast off anything and everything extraneous.  Put simply, she had to simplify.

Loren Broadus was a professor at Lexington Theological Seminary.  He was also a popular author.  It was the latter role that garnered him lots of speaking engagements and numerous invitations to serve on non-profit and denominational boards.  When such offers came, he never said no.

But overtime the demands upon him mounted.  He found less and less time to spend with his wife and children.  He gave up golf, never feeling as if he had the time to spare.  He gained weight and lost energy.  While not depressed, much of the joy he had found in his work and the relationships he nurtured had waned.

So what did he do?

He stripped down.  He simplified his life.  The chairpersons of two dozen boards received resignation letters from him.  Those calling to schedule speaking engagements were told, “Thanks for thinking of me, but I am not available.”  He even took to the treadmill and lost a few pounds.  He did it all so that he could focus on what really mattered.  That doesn’t mean that he was suddenly carefree or without any problems.  It just meant the he was free from the encumbrances that weighed him down.

When we are fighting a hard battle, we don’t need a lot of extraneous stuff weighing on us.  We need to strip down, to identify what is most important and then lay aside the rest.

But stripping down is only one step we can take when we are fighting a hard battle.  Our author offers another.  Not only are we to lay aside every weight but also “the sin which clings so closely.”  Call it repenting or, better yet, turning around.

Of course, sin is never a popular topic, but the author recognizes that it can be a factor in our struggles.  He uses the definite article—the sin—suggesting that he has a specific sin in mind, probably apostasy, the abandoning of their faith in Christ.  Whatever sin he has in mind—or the readers identify within themselves—the point is that it has beset them.  If it is not the source of their trouble, it is at least contributing to it.  Until they turn around, until they repent, they will continue to struggle.

Mark and Jane had fallen in love while in college and married soon afterward.  They were both good people, and they loved each other very much.  But like all of us, they were flawed.  Mark had a quick and explosive temper; Jane never forgot even the smallest of slights.

When Mark was laid off and couldn’t find another job, bills mounted, as did the tension between them.  Before long their conversations started ending with Mark angry and Jane sniping.  

When they finally sought help for their marriage, both needed to turn around, to cast off the sin that had become a large part of their conflict.  It was only after Mark learned self-control and Jane learned to forgive that they could work on other issues, such as their marriage, their finances and their job search.

No one likes to admit that their sin is a part of the problem.  Yet how often are pride, lying, greed, lust, envy or some other sin making a hard battle even harder?  It is too often, and so the author of Hebrews urges us to cast it aside, to turn from it.

Still, there is another step that the author recommends.  He urges us to look up.  “Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith.”

Right now the Dallas Cowboys are in preseason training.  Veterans are getting in shape.  Rookies and free agents are vying for roster spots.  And when the coaches and stars are asked, they say they just want to take the season one game at a time and see what happens. 

They’re lying!

Everyone of them has a goal—the same goal—to reach, if not win, the Super Bowl.  Every sprint they run, every pass they catch, every tackle they make is dedicated to that one aim.  And when the season gets tough—when they drop a game or two or one of their stars gets injured—they will look to that goal to pull them together and help them through.

For the Hebrews, the goal was Jesus.  They were to look up to him for inspiration.  He had not only run the race, he had blazed the trail.  He had already endured the hardest battle, the cross and its shame.  And yet, by faith, he made it through.  Of all the great heroes and heroines in Israel’s past, he was the one who received the promise of eternal rest in God’s presence.  If they kept their eyes on Jesus, if they followed in his faithfulness, then they too would be victorious.

We still need to look up to Jesus as we fight the hard battles that come upon us.

He was terminal, and he knew it.  The doctors had been quite clear about it, even blunt.  But they had told him that there was an experimental treatment that might extend his life—maybe a few months, maybe a year or more.  No one knew for sure, but if he was willing to try it might help someone else down the road.

At first the treatments went well, but over time they began to take a toll.  There were days in which he was so sick he thought about opting out and just letting nature take its course.  But he didn’t.  He stayed with it.  And when asked the obvious question, “Why?” he said, “What I’m going through is nothing compared to what my Lord went through for me.”    
In the midst of the battle, we also look up to Jesus as our example and our goal.

Plato was right.  Everyone is fighting a hard battle.  And God knows we need to offer and to receive all the kindness possible.  But kindness is not enough to win such battles.  It takes more.  It takes the courage and strength to strip down, turn around and look up to Jesus, the one who has already fought the battle and won the war.   

