Hebrews 12:1-3

How To Run The Race With Endurance

William Stapleton

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely,​a​ and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of​ the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such hostility against himself from sinners,​​ so that you may not grow weary or lose heart.







Hebrews 12:1-3

I. Introduction
A. Here is the thesis of this passage: "Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us."

B. God has a race for you to run.  God has a purpose for your life.  To run this race means to acknowledge that God's purpose for your life is what matters, and to make it your #1 priority to discover and complete this purpose.  Like the Old Testament heroes cited in chapter 11 (and mentioned as spectators ["cloud of witnesses"] in this verse), we are each called by God to play a unique role in his purpose for human history.

C. Of course, you aren't eligible to run a race until you enter it.  Likewise, you aren't eligible to run God's race until you've entered it.  The bad news is that none of us qualifies for this race by our own previous performance; in fact, we're all disqualified by this means.  But the good news is that God says he has already paid the entrance fee for us through the payment of his Son (EXPLAIN).  So now the issue is not one of eligibility, but of willingness.  Are you willing to receive God's forgiveness through Christ and enter this race?  Have you done this?

D. "Run the race!"  Now that you have received Christ, this is the most important issue in your life.  Can you say that our #1 priority is now to discover and complete God's purpose for your life?  Unlike entering the race (which we need do only once), running the race is something we must continue to choose day after day.  That's the second point in this statement . . . 

E. This race requires endurance.  This race is not like a 100 meter dash; it is like a marathon.  It starts the moment you receive Christ and lasts until you die or Christ returns.  And the path is not level ground; it leads through all kinds of hills and obstacles.  Such a race does not require blinding speed; it does require endurance.

1. Jupomone means "to hang in there."  It is perseverance, stick-to-it-tiveness, refusing to quit in spite of fatigue and pressure to do so.  

2. Endurance, along with its synonym "patience"/"long-suffering" makroqumia  is a key theme in Hebrews.  The author uses the word four times in this passage (vs 1,2,3,7), and devotes two other passages to this theme (6:9-20; 10:32-39).  These two terms are used over 70 times in the New Testament, because it’s such an important character quality for the Christian life.

F. Most modern Christians have good stretches in this race, but the fact is that few (including Christian leaders) run consistently and finish well.  Why?  

1. One reason is that we are children of a culture that has utopian expectations.  By that I mean we are taught that we are somehow entitled to live a long life and have it be free from suffering and sorrow.  

2. Our culture also teaches us to expect "instant" results, and to view dramatic performances as more important than behind-the scenes consistency.  

G. Much modern and postmodern Christian teaching has conformed to these utopian values rather than exposed them as the fraud they are.  

1. Therefore many Christians don't value endurance because it shouldn't be necessary in the first place, and secondly because it isn't flashy or easily gained.  But the length of the race and the presence of many obstacles make endurance a requirement, not an option.

II. Because the intended audience of the Hebrew Letter (like most of us) lacked endurance, the author gives them insights on how to develop it.  We will look at three . . .

1. Lay Aside All Excess Baggage (vs 1)
Imagine someone showing up at the starting line to a marathon wearing basketball shoes with laces untied and carrying a pair of suitcases!  You say, "Hey, you aren't going to be able to run very far with that stuff!"  He responds, "You don't understand; I need this stuff to do my best.  I feel more attractive wearing my basketball shoes this way, and I've got food and drink in the suitcases."  He can say what he wants, but before long he'll have to make a choice: get rid the excess baggage or get out of the race.

What is obvious to us about running a marathon may not be obvious to us about running God's race.  Most of us are carrying around significant excess baggage, and then wondering why it's so difficult to stay in the race.  The author indicates two different kinds of excess baggage:

"the sin which so easily entangles us" - This refers, not to existential falls from grace, but to sinful attitudes, practices and habits which we believe we can't do without, but which are in fact depleting our energy to pursue God and enmeshing us in other sins as well.  Read Rom. 13:12-14 >> EXAMPLES: SEX/DRUG HABIT; MATERIALISTIC COMMITMENTS; COVETING OTHERS; BLAMING OTHERS.

"every encumbrance" - This probably refers to things which, while not necessarily wrong  in themselves, must nevertheless be jettisoned because God has shown us we have an inordinate attachment to them (IDOLATROUS RELATIONSHIPS; MUSICAL PERFORMANCE; CAREER) or because we simply can't do both (RECREATION SCHEDULE).

>> If you're finding it difficult to stay in the race, the first thing you should check is what you're carrying.  Is it possible that you are asking God to give you more power to carry excess baggage when he is calling on you to "lay it aside?"  Agree with him about what it is, turn away from it, and take the practical steps he shows you to stay away from it.  It will hurt to do this, but you'll feel so much lighter and freer to run the race!

2. Maintain A Proper Mental Focus (vs 2-4)
From the running I used to do, I know how important mental focus is.  When I let my mind go where it wants to go, I wind up thinking about how tired I am, how much certain muscles hurt, how far I have to go, and how far ahead others are.  This always results in greater perceived fatigue and desire to quit.  Marathon runners tell me that proper mental focus is every bit as important as proper physical training.

The same thing applies to running God's race.  There are all kinds of distractions that will grab your focus and convince you to quit if you let them.

a. CIRCUMSTANCES OVER WHICH YOU HAVE NO CONTROL: "Look how rough my situation is!  Look at the people I have to put up with!  No one can be expected to serve God and grow in this environment!"

b. CONTRADICTORY FEELINGS: "I feel so defeated, so lethargic, so unmotivated.  I obviously can't be expected to endure when I feel this way.  God will have to change my feelings before I can go on."

c. LONGSTANDING PERSONAL PROBLEMS: "Look how goofed up I am!  I have been deeply damaged by wrong choices and relationships in the past.  I've got deeply ingrained character weaknesses which don't go away over night.  I can't possibly be useful to God in this state; I need to drop out of the race until I am more healed."

d. INVALID COMPARISON WITH OTHERS: "Look how far ahead they are!  Look how much longer they've been running than I have!  What's the use of running since I'll never be able to catch them?"

e. UNREALISTIC EXPECTATIONS: “I just thought things would be so much better after I became a Christian!”  

The Christian who wants to run the race with endurance has to learn how to choose and maintain proper mental focus.  This involves not only identifying and turning away from wrong mental foci (above), but also developing the habit of focusing on Christ (vs 2).   The Greek word means just this: looking away from everything else in order to concentrate on the proper object of your attention.

3. What does it mean to "fix your eyes on Jesus?"  It does not mean visualizing a picture of him in your mind.  This practice is increasingly popular in Christian circles, but it is more akin to the New Age idea of creating your own reality through mental imagery than anything biblical.  The author tells us two senses in which we are to focus on Jesus:

a. "The author of our faith" - NIV has "Pioneer" which is probably better.  Jesus is the example of what it means to run with endurance.  He has gone before us into every kind of suffering we'll encounter and endured it victoriously.  When you're sunk in self-pity, consider what he endured (read vs 3,4) and why he was willing to endure it (read vs 2).  There is great educational and motivational value in studying the life of Jesus.  His example will rebuke our self-pity and inspire us to keep on keeping on.

b. "The perfecter of our faith" - Even more important than his example, though, is his role as sustainer, his availability to strengthen, sustain and thereby perfect our faith.  In fact, a big part of his example was in modeling the importance of drawing spiritual strength from God to run with endurance.  Because he knew his Father promised to help him do his will, Jesus drew near to him often for this purpose (Mk. 1:35; GETHSEMANE).  And now he is available to us as our High Priest to make the same promises and provide the same resources (2:18; 4:16).  Because this race is run by faith, it is run by prayerfully depending on Jesus' resources rather than keeping a stiff upper lip and gutting it out on our own.

If you are flagging in endurance, what has been your mental focus?  This is for me the most common reason for running out of gas: I am mentally focused on the wrong things.  But when I choose (against my feelings of self-pity and fatalism) to focus on Jesus in this way, the power of God's Spirit is unleashed in me to go on following and serving him.

Beloved,​ I do not consider that I have made it my own;​i​ but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly​call of God in Christ Jesus.








Philippians 3:13-14

[1] "Suffering is in the mind of the sufferer, and may be conveniently defined as getting what you do not want and wanting what you do not get.  This definition covers all forms of loss, hurt, pain, grief, and weakness--all experiences of rejection, injustice, disappointment, discouragement, frustration, and being the butt of others' hatred, ridicule, cruelty, callousness, anger, and ill-treatment--plus all exposure to foul, sickening or nightmarish things that make you want to scream, run, or even die."  J. I. Packer, Rediscovering Holiness, p. 249.

