Persistance:  The Key to Avoiding Wipeouts
	Do you remember the last time you went through a very difficult time?   Maybe you read the line and thought,  “Remember it!   I’m in the middle of it right now!”  Perhaps you are in a season of your life where it seems you barely get across one hurdle just to find there is another obstacle looking you in the face.   I completely understand.  
	Over the past year, my life has undergone many life changes—including that I now live in a house where the men outnumber the women.  This has changed many things—including my television viewing habits.   One of my brother’s favorite television shows is “Wipeout”.   Honestly, I never gave this show a second thought.   Whenever he watched it, Mom and I found something else to do.   It seemed ridiculous to me.   
	Then last summer it reappeared.   I knew Jamie wanted to watch it, and he knew I didn’t.   So he said that we wouldn’t watch it and I said, “No, we’ll watch it because you want to.”  
 He replied, “Don’t worry about it, you wouldn’t last 10 minutes watching that show.”   
Well, he might as well have waved a red flag in front of a bull!   I had been challenged, and I wasn’t going to back down.    The next time this program aired, I was determined that I would sit through at least 10 minutes—just to prove I could do it!    
While I was playing “beat the clock” with the television, I found I actually enjoyed the program.   Ironically, I could identify with the contestants.   I remember saying to my brother, “I feel like my life is a giant Wipeout course.   We have these incredible obstacles to face.  As soon as we get over one challenge, there is another right there waiting to be tackled.      Whenever I stop to catch my breath, a giant sweeper arm comes around trying to knock my down again.”
	That was about the most accurate description I could find to describe my life over the past year.   
	If you’ve been reading over the past year, you know that in March 2010 my Mom went to Heaven.   Although I know that she is in a much better place, free from the pain that she lived in here on earth; being separated from her has been very difficult for me.   You see, until she went to Heaven, Mom and I lived together and spend most of our time together.   I helped her with the things that she physically could not do, and she worked side by side with Jamie and I in the ministry.   Because our lives were so intertwined, life without her has been extremely challenging.   Everything changed and every part of my life became a challenge.   The intense emotional pain that accompanies grieving only added to the difficulty.   With each passing day there were new challenges, new issues and of course, the occasional “sweeper arm” that tried to derail the progress I was making.    Honestly, there were days I wanted to just give up and run away.    But that’s not how I was raised, and I knew that wasn’t God’s will.   
	Speaking of God’s will, what does the Bible have to say about times when we are struggling with difficulties and challenges and life feels like an overwhelming obstacle course.   Hebrews 12:1-3 says “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, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before Him He endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”
	If you go back to Hebrews 11, you will understand the phrase, “great cloud of witnesses”.    In that chapter, we read of the great saints who have gone before us and the many struggles they overcame in their lives.   This chapter starts with Abel, a man who was persecuted and murdered by his own brother because he chose to obey God’s Laws while Cain rejected God’s ways.  It moves on to Noah who endured many years of ridicule from his neighbors as he built the ark.    Rather than feeling vindicated when God did keep His word and bring the flood, Noah experienced the loss and destruction of the entire earth.  Upon being released from the ark, Noah and his family faced the challenges of living on a very different planet.   Talk about everything being new and different!
	Hebrews 11 moves on to describe the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and the many, many challenges they faced in their lives because they were God’s chosen people.   After that, it speaks of Moses and his difficult life.   Think about it.   From the day he was born his life was threatened.    After being raised in Egypt’s palaces, he went into exile where he lived as a shepherd in the desert.   What a life change!   Finally, God appears to him in the burning bush and leads Moses into his life’s calling.   However, this was not a dream come true.   Rather, it was a difficult struggle to lead the very stubborn and often rebellious children of Israel out of Egypt and through the desert.  Although he was always on God’s path for his life, there was no point in Moses’ life that was easy or carefree.   He was always persevering through one challenge or another.  
	As Hebrews 11 says, the list of saints who persevered through their trials could go on and on.   And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets,  who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions,  quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies.  Women received back their dead, raised to life again. There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment.  They were put to death by stoning; they were sawed in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated--the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground.   These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised, since God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 
This is the chapter that leads us into Hebrews 12 which encourages us to look to the example of those who have gone before and gain strength to persevere on the race God has for us.   What does it mean to persevere?   It means, “To persist in or remain constant to a purpose, idea, or task in the face of obstacles or discouragement.”   It means to keep going, carry on, endure, hang on, persist, stand firm, plug away, remain firm, stay the course, stick at it.     As the Apostle Paul says, “Finish the race”.  
	Let’s go back to “Wipeout”.   If you’ve never watched, you need to understand that the show starts off with 24 contestants.  Throughout the show, contestants are eliminated until they have only 4 remaining contestants.   These four people compete in the ultimate obstacle course, “The Wipeout Zone”, for the $50,000 prize.
   Honestly, there is no possible way to get through the Wipeout Zone without falling into the water.  It’s too difficult.   At some point on the course, every contestant falls down.   However, if they want to win the prize, they have to get out of the water, reattempt the obstacle from which they fell, and finish the course.   No matter how many times they fall down and get “wiped out”, they must get back up and finish the course in order to win the prize. 
	That’s what it means to persevere—no matter what, you get back up again and keep moving forward with God.   That’s what Paul tells believers we need to do—finish the race.    How?  By fixing our eyes on Jesus.   
	There is no doubt about it.   Life is going to be filled with struggles and pain.  Because Christians are called to live as salt and light in the world, we will have more obstacles and challenges than unbelievers.   That’s reality.  Because we are human, there are times when these difficulties will make us want to quit.  Sometimes we will want to walk away from the situation or person causing us the problem.   Other times it will seem like it would be easier to walk away from God and His principles than continue walking the difficult race He has set before us.   
What keeps us from doing this?  Our love for and commitment to Jesus, Who didn’t walk away from God’s plan for His life, but rather, endured the cross so that we could be saved.   Not only did He persevere on the cross, but He perseveres with each of us—never quitting or giving up on us.   Because He loved us so much and gave Himself for us, we can do the same for Him.  
	This was a principle that I was taught by my Mom, a woman who went through many struggles and challenges in her life.  Many times, life threw her some very hard blows—challenges that would have caused others to quit, give up, or become angry and bitter with God.    Although I can think of many times when she persevered, the most inspiring for me happened about 10 years ago.   
My brother was in college, and I was living at home with my parents.   For about a year before, our family had been going through a lot.   It had been an enormously difficult year as the Holy Spirit was busy setting our lives in order and delivering us from the generational sins in our lives.   However, no one expected the major changes that were about to come into our lives.  
It was a warm summer morning and my Mom decided to take a walk outside to get the mail.  Five minutes later our lives changed forever when she opened a letter from the bank that revealed a very large debt my Dad had been keeping a secret.    Throughout our lives, my Dad was very controlling, and he allowed no one to help him with financial matters.     Within hours, our lives changed.   Suddenly, we were in a financial crisis, but for Mom this paled in comparison to the personal crisis of the lying, secrets and betrayal of her husband.  
 It was a devastating day.    The obstacles ahead seemed insurmountable.   However, over the next few days and months, I saw my Mom’s courage and perseverance come shining through as she decided she would not quit on either our finances or her marriage.  Instead, she decided to fix her eyes on Jesus and finish the race.   She rose to the occasion and restructured our family’s finances based on God’s principles.  She gathered all the advice she could from Biblical teachers and we began living on a budget, paying off our debt, and rebuilding our lives.   I’d love to say that when the debt was paid off, we all lived happily ever after.   However, that isn’t what happened.    That was only the first of many obstacles in the race that was laid before us.   
Over the next few years, there were many more secrets that were uncovered and many more personal issues to work through.   With every challenge we had to face, I was amazed at my Mom’s resilience and her commitment to following God and obeying His principles.    More than that, I stood in awe of her attitude of “Okay God, what do you want us to deal with next?”   This attitude applied not only to healing relationships and issues of the past, but it applied to the many home repairs that God led us to do.   As year after year went by and she continued to persevere and run the race God had for her, many times I would ask, “Where do you find the strength to keep getting up and going on?”   Each time she would answer, “God loves me and wants me.   I’ll do anything He asks.”  
This is the example of perseverance that was lived out in front of me day by day.   So for me, having been surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, how can I possibly return to the sin that so easily entangles?     Really, that is the choice we are making when we choose to quit or not follow God on the path He has designed for us.   
Think about it.   When we face obstacles we have two choices.  We can overcome the challenge and follow God’s path and obey His Laws or we can run away from the path He’s placed us on and disobey His Laws.   That is absolutely the wrong way to go!   We need to look no further than the life of Jonah to see the results of running from God’s path.   For the believer, this will only bring more problems and more heartache. 
Another common way to avoid perseverance is going into Unreality.   This is a dangerous trap of the enemy.   Many people choose this path rather than choosing to face an issue head on.   However, pretending your problems don’t exist doesn’t make them go away.   It just prolongs the agony while you avoid facing and dealing with your issues.   It can also create new problems for those who turn to alcohol, drugs, sex or other things that help them avoid facing their lives. 
If I’m going to be completely honest, I must tell you that I’ve known people who have chosen the road of Unreality.   They think it’s easier to avoid real life than face it.   But this is not God’s will for His children.   The Bible says we should walk in truth.   We are to choose to live in light rather than darkness.   You cannot hide in the shadows trying to avoid real life and walk in truth at the same time.   
The trap of avoiding issues and living in Unreality is one of the sins that wants to entangle us.   Paul encourages believers, not to choose this path.    Rather, he says we should choose to look to Jesus for the strength to run with perseverance the race that is marked out for us.    
So let’s get practical.   After we choose not succumb to Unreality and not to run away, how do we keep going and persevere on the race God has laid out for us?  
First, we need to obey the Bible and fix our eyes on Jesus.   Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all things through Christ Who gives me strength.”  In our own strength, we cannot face many of the challenges presented to us in life.   They are simply too difficult.   However, through Christ we can overcome anything.  That’s why the first step when facing difficulties needs to be taking all of our struggles to Jesus in prayer.     Phillippians 4: 6-7 says “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 
	I know that prayer has been a key to survival for me over the past year.  I’ve learned when I don’t have a clue what I should do, I need to start with prayer.   For instance, a few weeks ago Jamie and I were facing yet another decision about our changing lives and we had no direction.   Presented with several options, by the end of the day I was simply overwhelmed as no choice seemed obvious or clear.   The only thing I knew was that we needed to get on our knees and pray before we made any other moves.   That’s what I did—I got on my knees and begged God for direction.   The next day, we continued to pray as we went about our day.   Finally, we felt the Holy Spirit give us direction and peace about which road to choose.  
	As you prepare to face each storm and trial of life, begin with prayer.   Ask God to give you His wisdom for how you should handle the situation.  (James 1:5)   Pray that He helps you see the situation through His eyes.   Admit to Him that you cannot face this obstacle on your own, and ask Him to give you His strength to persevere.   Most importantly, share with Him how you feel.   At any time, day or night, Jesus is willing to listen to you as you share your feelings with Him—good or bad.   
Psalm 34:15-18 says “The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous, and His ears are attentive to their cry; but the face of the LORD is against those who do evil, to blot out their name from the earth. The righteous cry out, and the LORD hears them; He delivers them from all their troubles. The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.” So don’t be afraid or ashamed to tell the Lord exactly how you feel.   He loves to hear your voice in prayer.  He is waiting for you to come to Him and rely on Him to help you through this difficult time. 
The next step in finishing the race is choosing to live in truth about your circumstances.   I realize that denial is a natural part of the healing process; however, it should be a short part of the process.  We can’t stay there.  We need to move on and honestly look at the challenges that God is asking us to overcome.   For instance, after the debt was discovered, my Mom had to take an honest look at our financial situation so she could fix it.   Other times, when we the Holy Spirit was doing inner healings in our lives by revealing family secrets, we had to face the truth, no matter how painful, before we could start overcoming.   
I know this is not an easy process.  It is painful to admit that your life is changing, actions need to be taken, or a relationship is ending.  However, it is necessary.   To be physically, emotionally and spiritually healthy we must choose to live in truth. 
Finally, we need to determine to start taking the steps necessary to overcome each obstacle in our lives.   I cannot tell you what those steps are for you because the necessary steps are different for each person in each situation.   Sometimes we know exactly what we are supposed to do, and we simply need to determine in ourselves to start walking forward and doing what we know is right.   Other times, we need to seek the advice of godly voices or counselor.   I can honestly say that there were times over the past year when I needed the advice of a godly voice from the outside to shed perspective on my circumstances.  Without the help of several godly people who offered advice and wisdom, I would have chosen the wrong path simply because I wasn’t thinking clearly.    If you don’t know what to do, seeking advice or counseling is a good step forward.  There’s nothing wrong with needing help in determining which direction to go.   This is still a forward movement and it’s much better than deciding to do nothing because you don’t know what to do.   
There is no worse choice when life knocks you down than choosing to stay down.   Let’s be honest, there are days when we fall down and don’t want to get back up.  There are times when it seems like the only answer is to have a good cry.   Through all the difficulties I watched my Mom go through and we went through as a family I know that there are moments when we need to take a break from the struggle, cry, vent, pray and rest.   Over the past year, there were days when I needed a break and a distraction from all the pain, difficulties, decisions and challenges.  This is perfectly normal and healthy.   
But you can’t stay there.   It’s okay to take time to catch your breath, but then you need to get back up and keep persevering on the race.   Maybe you can only take little steps at first, and that’s okay, you’re still moving forward.   I love the new song by Toby Mac that says, “We lose our way, we get back up again.  You may be knocked down, but not out forever”.   This needs to be the theme song for believers.   
Are hard times going to come?   Absolutely.   
Will there be times when life seems like an obstacle course?  Definitely.
What do we do?   Keep persevering.  
Then  one day we will be able to say as the Apostle Paul did, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.” 2 Timothy 4:7-8
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