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February 22, 2009
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 12:1-3
Sermon: Running the Race, Keeping the Faith

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

We spent the last fourteen weeks in Hebrews 11. Today it is time for
us to move on. As we go, however, we will not be leaving the characters we
met in Hebrews 11 behind; we will take them with us. Abel, Enoch, Noah,
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, the judges, the kings and the prophets of God
are with us yet. In fact we are surrounded by them. They are our traveling
companions. That’s why Hebrews 12:1 calls them “a great cloud of
witnesses.” You see, the point of Hebrews 11 was not to give us a history
lesson—though there was a great deal of history spanning those forty verses.
The writer of Hebrews did not see the “heroes of the faith” as dead men to
be remembered, but as living witnesses to be heard. Though dead they still
live and what was said of Abel can be said of them all: “And by faith he still
speaks, even though he is dead” (11:4). Let’s listen to what they have to say
by turning to our lesson and looking at the first verse.

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 me get at our subject this way, by asking a question. Where do
you live? Some of you might answer, “I live in a secular society which is
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full of materialism, hedonism and relativism. That is where I find myself.”
Others might say, “I live in a corporate culture where I have to wear certain
clothes, live in a certain neighbourhood and drive a certain car.” (When I
was an insurance adjuster with Liberty Mutual some thirty years ago the rule
that every outside employee had to wear a hat had just come to an end.)
Some people when asked where they live might describe a family group, an
economic group or a racial group. Young people at high school can live in
“preppy” or “Goth” or “jock” cultures, among many others. Now here’s the
point. The Letter to the Hebrews asserts that these groupings—cultural,
racial, economic or political—are not where we as Christians fundamentally
live. Christians live in the midst of a great cloud of witnesses who
continually bear testimony to the love and faithfulness of the Lord.

Ask a Christian where he lives and he can say, “I live with Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John. I live with Peter and James and Paul. I live with
Isaiah and Jeremiah and many more faithful believers. They speak with me
daily as I open the pages of my Bible. They have shown me what is
important and what doesn’t count. They lift up what is right and true and
good or, as my friend Paul says, ‘whatever is true, noble, right, pure lovely,
admirable, excellent and praiseworthy’” (Philippians 4:8).
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When we understand this, it makes a blessed difference in our lives.
We belong to, and live in the midst of, a noble company of believers who
have in the past, are now and will in the future praise and glorify God. We
are right now surrounded by those with whom we will spend eternity—by
those who will be our brothers and sisters long after everyone else is
consigned to judgement. In their lives they bore witness to God and as they
still live they still continue to lift up lessons for our blessing. Let me
mention a few of the lessons we have learned from those mentioned in
Hebrews 11:
• Abel reminds us of the true sacrifice of blood we are to trust;
• Noah teaches us that while the world is condemned there is an ark of
salvation for those who will turn to the Lord;
• Abraham encourages those who hope for promises yet unfulfilled, for
such was his experience for many years in Canaan;
• Moses is a blessing for those who must forfeit worldly status and
riches in order to follow the Lord;
• Jephthah and Samson show us that there is grace sufficient for those
who need to be much forgiven and
• Barak and Gideon are living illustrations of weak and trembling faith
strengthened unto mighty work for the Lord.
This great cloud of witnesses encourages and blesses us on our way. And we
have more witnesses than those in Scripture. Some of the witnesses are long
gone. Think of John Calvin. He is an especially humbling and encouraging
witness to preachers. He suffered from a long list of serious physical
ailments and debilitating conditions including kidney stones, gout and lung
haemorrhages. At times he was so weakened that against doctor’s orders he
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insisted on being carried to his pulpit. On being asked why he did it, he
answered simply, “My ministry is more precious to me than my life.”

Someone has born witness to you. It might have been a mother or
father, a neighbour or a Sunday School teacher long ago. It might have been
a scout leader or a camp leader. When you were a child somebody read to
you about David and Goliath, Daniel and the lion’s den, or Christian’s
progress from the city of destruction to the gates of heaven. God has and
continues to see to it that witnesses are provided for his children, to point
them along the road that leads to everlasting life and to exhort them to faith
in Jesus Christ.

Now our lesson tells us that the life we lead—one surrounded by this
great cloud of witnesses—is a race marked out for us by God. “Let us run
with perseverance the race marked out for us,” our author writes. That life is
a race is a common biblical metaphor. Let me give you just a couple of
examples. In I Corinthians 9:24 Paul writes, “Do you not know that in a
race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to
get the prize.” As his life is coming to a close he also writes to Timothy,
saying,
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For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the
time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight, I have
finished the race, I have kept the faith. (II Timothy 4:6-7)
So here we find that life is a “race marked out for us” by God. That race is
not a sprint but a marathon. It does not call for a quick burst of energy but
for perseverance and endurance. And it is also a race that has its dangers.
Our lesson points out two dangers: hindrances and entanglements.

Hindrances are things that may not in and of themselves be sinful but
are rather unhelpful. There may be hobbies or habits that simply take too
much time and so get in the way of your life and work as a Christian. If you
would be better off without something, get rid of it. Here is a “for instance.”
Some people read the newspaper every day. They like to keep up with
current events. They find, however, that on reading the paper they get
depressed. There is no good news. All is doom and gloom. The economy,
politics, the environment, crime—it all gets to be too much. It gets
depressing. Debilitating. So don’t read the papers! Don’t watch the
newscasts! You might be amazed at how cheerful you become with this
hindrance gone. If something is holding you back, get rid of it.
The entanglements of sin are much more serious. Entanglements are
things that don’t just slow us down; they trip us up as we are running.
Beloved we take sin lightly at our great peril. Sin is deceitful. It hardens the
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heart. (Hebrews 3) It can lead us off the path altogether. Think of King
David. As great as he was he fell into terrible sin with Bathsheba when he
allowed his heart to lust after her. Think of how entangled his life became.
There were terrible consequences for David, for his family and for his
kingdom. He was running brilliantly, as few had ever run before, but sin
took him down. Sexual sin and pride continue to entangle the feet of many
today—even leaders in the church. And what heartbreak and damage to the
kingdom follows.

In this race we are to flee temptation and to oppose all sin for all we
are worth. We are to recognize that sin is the agent of death in the world and
that it is never profitable. Its pleasures are filled with poison and even true
believers, whose sins are fully paid for by the blood of Christ, cannot afford
sin, for they have a race to run and unless they turn from sin they will
become entangled and fall. Easy to say of course, but not easy to do. In
fact, there is only one way to do it. Think of it this way: These witnesses
who surround us as a great cloud do not bear witness to themselves. They
do not lift up their own strength and their own wisdom and their own
righteousness; they bear witness to Jesus Christ and persistently point us to
him. “He is the One who enabled us to run the race,” is their message; “he is
the one in whom we were able to do all things.”
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Look at the second verse. “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author
and perfecter of our faith.” The word “author” can be translated as
“pioneer”, “forerunner” or “trailblazer.” The idea is that Jesus paves the way
for his people to run the race of faith by running ahead of them. He goes
before them, removing barriers, pushing aside obstacles and showing his
disciples the way of life. Isaiah speaks about this in his fortieth chapter
when he says,
Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made
low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain.
And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together
will see it.
That is what Jesus does as the author and pioneer of our faith. He begins us
on our journey and clears the way for us by showing us a life of utter
faithfulness. He says, “This is the way of the Lord; walk in it.”

But there is more. Jesus not only begins us on our journey, making
known to us the path of life, he sees to it that we finish. Our lesson says that
Jesus is the “author and perfecter” of our faith. The word “perfecter” points
to the end of the race. As the perfecter or completer of our faith Jesus can be
fully trusted to bring us to our appointed end in glory. He will not grow
weary in this work he does in us. He will faithfully bring it to completion.
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The Lord does not start something and then not finish it. We can have full
confidence that “he who began a good work in [us] will carry it on to
completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6). With Paul we
can say, “I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that he is able to
keep that which I have committed unto him against that day” (II Timothy
1:12b). The message of the great cloud of witnesses is that Jesus was with
them to the end, and what was true for them is true for everyone who casts
himself upon the Lord.

Let’s look deeper. Turn back to the lesson.
“Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”
When the cloud of witnesses urges us to look to Jesus, they urge us in
particular to focus upon his cross. It was at Calvary that Jesus was put to the
greatest test and there that he won the greatest victory. Think of it this way:
At Calvary Jesus
Made the sacrifice that Abel pointed to,
Pleased God as Enoch did,
Secured salvation for his people, as Noah’s ark had,
Looked forward to the city with foundations, as Abraham had
throughout his years in Canaan
• And laid aside his glory and riches as Moses did when he left the
household of Pharaoh to embrace the ways of the Lord.
•
•
•
•

9

Jesus endured the suffering and shame of the cross. He scorned the shame
of the cross, not fearing the world’s contempt, and he willingly hung naked
and dying for everyone to see, for in this way alone could he satisfy justice
and purchase salvation. He looked past his suffering to the joy that was on
the horizon.

What joy?
• The joy of doing his Father’s will, for his “food was to do the will of
him who sent him and to finish his work” (John 4:34).
• The joy of completing the work of salvation so he was able to cry out
in triumph, “It is finished!”
• The joy of a debt marked “paid in full” and of the honour of God
vindicated.
• The joy of a sacrifice accepted and the removal of condemnation from
all who are joined to him through faith.
And there is this. Jesus rejoiced at the thought of his reunion with the Father
in heaven, for he would be received with delight and placed at the right hand
of the Father. The right hand is symbolic of authority and rule. From that
position of power Jesus would minister to his people.
Beloved, Jesus is an active participant in your life of faith right now.
He plants faith in our hearts through the working of his Spirit. By this faith
he draws us to himself. And from the right hand of the Father he makes
intercession for us. The puritan preacher Thomas Watson put it this way:
As the Spirit is at work in our heart so Christ is at work in
heaven. Christ is ever praying that the saint’s grace may hold out…
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That prayer which Christ made for Peter was the copy of the prayer he
now makes for believers. “I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail
not” (Luke 22:32). How can the children of such prayer perish?
Jesus is praying that your faith fail not. He is praying that you stand firm in
the midst of the storms of life. Can you imagine Jesus making this
intercession at the right hand of God the Father and not being answered?
Neither can I.

Let me recap. We live surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses who
liken this life to a race—a marathon—marked out by God. To run this race
to victory, they tell us we must look to Jesus Christ. When we fix our eyes
upon Jesus we find three things. First we find a pattern of true and righteous
life, for Jesus is our greatest example of faithful living. Second, we find the
centre and heart of the faith at Calvary, for there on the cross Jesus made
reconciliation between God and man. And third, we find in Jesus the one
who works in our hearts us to make us less and less like the world and more
and more like him. Let me add one last thing. In spite of all of these
blessings we can and do grow weary and lose heart as we run the race of
faith. The Bible is very clear and frank about that. It is full of stories of true
saints who grew weary and lost heart. Elijah grew weary because of the
constant threat of Queen Jezebel and pleaded to be able to die. Mark, who
would go on to write the Gospel that bears his name, became discouraged
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and deserted the Apostle Paul and Barnabas when they were on their first
mission trip. Paul’s protégé Timothy needed to be encouraged to boldness
because he tended to be somewhat on the timid side (II Timothy 1:7).
Weariness and discouragement have touched better Christians than you and
me. What are we to do when we are tempted to lose heart? Our lesson gives
the answer:
Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so
that you will not grow weary and lose heart.

“Consider” Jesus Christ. The word translated, “consider” is the Greek
word analogizomai. It means “to consider intently.” It is an accounting
term. It gives us the words “logistics” and “log book.” Sometimes you have
to go through a security gate. The guard will look at your identification
closely, enter it in a computer log and check to see if you are safe to let
through. He is considering you in the sense that we are told here to consider
Jesus. Look at him closely—intently—our lesson says. When you are in
danger of becoming discouraged, take stock of Jesus’ life, death and
resurrection. Remember especially how God ordained Jesus’ suffering for
his own glory and how beyond the cross lies a crown. It was that way for
Jesus and it will be that way for you too. No cross, not crown. No dying to
self, no life with Christ. Consider Jesus and then say with the Apostle Paul,
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So we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting
away, our inner nature is being renewed every day. For this slight
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory
beyond all comparison, because we look not to the things that are
seen, but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are
transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.

In closing let me give you some practical ways to consider Jesus as
our lesson commands. First of all, consult the Bible. Read the gospel
accounts of Jesus to find out what he did and said and how God delivered
him. Second, read the epistles, for they explain the significance of the life,
death and resurrection of the Lord. Third, read the Old Testament, for in the
Old Testament you will see the person and work of Jesus represented in
various types and symbols. You will see him in the Tabernacle, in the
sacrifices, in the offices of prophet, priest and king. Everywhere you look
you will see him.

Consider the Lord by reading the Bible prayerfully. Ask God to open
your heart and mind to the truths it reveals. Read it reverently,
understanding that what the Bible says, God, the Lord of the universe, says.
Read it regularly, according to a pattern that will take you through the major
sections of the Bible in an organized way. There are many plans that will
help you do that. Read the Bible meditatively, by considering intently how
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the commandments, principles and truths it holds can be applied to your life.
Read with commitment—a commitment to hearing, understanding and
obeying what God is saying.

On the day of resurrection two disciples were walking from Jerusalem
to Emmaus. They were downhearted and discouraged. Their Lord had died
and with his death their hopes had fled. As they were trudging home the
Lord drew near to them. They did not recognize him. He upbraided them
for their lack of faith and then opened up the Scriptures to them, revealing
how it was that the Messiah had to suffer and die and then enter his glory.
When the eyes of the disciples were finally opened, they asked each other
“Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road
and opened the Scriptures to us?” The antidote to a discouraged, weary
heart is to hear God’s word.
He has a word for you wherever you happen to be. He brings a word
of fellowship for the lonely, of hope for the disheartened, of cleansing for the
polluted, of welcome for the prodigal and of rest for the weary. If you want
to live in victory with a peace and joy that rises above circumstances,
consider Jesus Christ and how great a Saviour he is. In Christ’s name.
AMEN.
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