My daughter Elise and I like to go out hiking as often as we can.  We’ve walked a lot of miles together on vacations and around here.  Usually when we go to a park or a wild area we pick the most difficult trail on the map -- something good and challenging.





Even though I’m doing the opposite by mentioning this; I don’t usually encourage people to ask Elise what’s it’s like to go hiking with me.  She can tell many stories and I don’t usually come out looking like an expert hiker in her stories.


_________________________


The first thing she would tell you is that I often stumble on the trail -- a lot -- a whole lot.  I trip over stones and branches -- you name it.  I wander off the edge of the path.  I have been known to fall down and get some bruises.





It’s not that I’m a clumsy person -- at least I don’t think that’s the case.  But apparently I provide a great deal of entertainment for the people who follow me.


__________________________


The other thing that seems to happen when I hike is that I get lost.  I really don’t like the term “lost” -- that’s for people who get rescued by search parties.  When I am lost I prefer to say that “I just don’t know where I am for a while” -- not necessarily lost.  I always seem to find my way back.





(BTW, for those of you who might become concerned when I take you children for hikes at Outdoor Education -- don’t worry.  I’m always with another adult or I’m well within earshot of the main camp.)


____________________________________





I got to thinking about my hiking adventures as I was reading through part of our NT Epistle lesson.





My text for today is right in the middle of the long reading from Hebrews.  I’m looking at  Heb 12:12 - 15.  





Today I’d like to share with you how my hiking expeditions make some great examples for this text.


________________________________________


Verses 12 and 13 remind me of not paying attention to my own safety during a hike -- especially if I’m getting weary.





     12 Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees, 13 and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame may not be put out of joint but rather be healed.





As I’m hiking I pay little attention to carefully placing each foot on solid ground -- I don’t, as the bible says, make straight paths for my feet.  





I’m just too busy looking deep into the woods to find animals or I’m too busy watching the water fall over the rocks as the stream falls into the river.





After all, why should I be watching a boring trail when I can focus on the natural beauty around me.  





But that leaves me open to danger and stumbling.





How many times have you become captivated by a television show that runs right up to bedtime?  Then you find that there is no time left for devotions or to read a chapter of the Bible that night.  





I’m sure the TV show was interesting or glamorous.  But while you were so engrossed in watching the show (that no doubt trampled all over Christian values) -- you were stumbling because you missed out on God’s word for another day.





There is no end to the amount of distractions this world will throw your way and keep you from safely placing each foot on the solid ground of God and his word.  





We try to watch the path that God has laid out -- but then there’s the Sunday morning Soccer game or another chance to go out with the buddies instead of come home to the family.  All kinds of distractions can be seen from the path like working 80 hour weeks for the big promotions or skipping Sunday School.





It’s just like my stumbling down the path because I’m watching the things I want to see for my own enjoyment rather than concentrating on each step that I take for my own survival.





God’s word tells us to make straight paths for our feet.  If we spend our time looking at the glamorous things in life and forget about the path -- the foundation of God -- we will stumble.  Hopefully that stumble won’t happen when you’re next to a cliff -- and it’s too late!


______________________________________





Then we come to verses 14 and 15 -- these are the verses that remind me of getting lost -- or, as I like say “not knowing exactly where I am at the time.”





 14 Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.


 15 See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; that no “root of bitterness” springs up and causes trouble, and by it many become defiled;





Have you ever seen a bumper sticker that says, “Don’t follow me...  I’m lost”?





When I’m out in the woods I’m always amazed by how many different trails there are.  I run into forks in the trails with no markings. It sure would be a lot easier if each of the side trails had a sign that says, “Don’t go this way, you’ll get lost.”





The main trail is there and almost always marked -- I just need to pay attention.  I get distracted and don’t look for the true markings.





Again, I get distracted by interesting things along the way and fail to make sure that I remain on the main trail.





The goal in our Epistle lesson is holiness so that we will see the Lord. And, of course, that holiness is also from the Lord -- never from you or me.





There are plenty of other pathways out there.  Each of them claim to be the right way.  No cult or false religion puts up a sign that says, “Don’t follow us, we’re lost.”  





The good news is that we don’t have to worry about turning down their paths is we stay educated about our Lord Jesus and follow his clear word.


___________________________________





I have no doubt that I will continue to stumble along the trails through the woods.  I also have no doubt that I will get lost again too.





But that’s OK.  As long as I don’t break my leg or get so lost that a search party gets called out -- all’s well that ends well.





But it’s not OK when I stumble spiritually or get lost spiritually.  The bad news is that a stumble or a wrong path could lead to an eternity of paying for my sins.





A stumble while hiking is never as bad as a spiritual stumble. 





The good new of Jesus Christ tells me that through my faith in him I receive his holiness.  He has won for me entrance to heaven.  So I’ll keep a good watch on the path set before me by Jesus my Savior.











Ps 37:23





If the Lord delights in a man’s way,


He makes his steps firm;


Though he stumble, he will not fall,


For the Lord upholds him with his hand.
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