TEXT: Hebrews 12:1-3PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Hebrews #14: Run the Race


Chapters 11 and 12 of Hebrews are separated by a chapter division.  There is, however, no break in the writer's thought.  In chapter 11, he describes the Christian life as one of faith.  This faith--he hastens to add--is not wishful thinking or blind optimism, but "a confidence in things hoped for" and "a conviction of things not seen".  Its object is the promises of God in Jesus Christ.  Faith is the only way to please God.  Never has He been pleased without it.  The heroes of Israel were all men of faith.  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were.  So were Samson, David, and Daniel.  And all the rest.  


This faith is no passive thing.  It doesn't sit by idly waiting for God to do something.  It is an active thing.  So active that it is compared to the most grueling athletic event known to the Classical world: a marathon.  This brings us to chapter 12.  


It opens with a reminder: We're in the game, v.1: "Therefore, we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us..."


The imagery is a stadium full of spectators.  How many are in attendance?  So many they look like a cloud.  You understand the allusion?  If I say, "A cloud of locusts descended on the field", you know I mean millions of them.  The stadium is sold-out.  Every faithful man from Abel to the present time is there.  John estimates their number as "ten thousand times ten thousand and thousands of thousands".   They bring a special experience with them: they were all men of faith.  Their faith--like yours--was sorely tested.  One was lowered into a lions' den; three more were tossed into a fiery furnace; some were mocked, scourged, jailed, stoned, cut in half.  Yet they lived--and died--in faith.  


Their example ought to inspire us to a maximum effort in our lives of faith.  Suppose you went out to play a pick-up game of basketball.  As you were playing, you noticed some middle-aged men making their way toward you.  Who are they?  Bill Russell, Wilt Chamberlain, Rick Barry, Julius Erving, Jerry West.  Among the greatest players who ever lived.  Men who proved their heart; men who gave their all.  What would their presence do for your game?  Cause you to slack off?  Or make you play harder than you've ever played before?  The heroes of faith ought to have the same effect on your Christian life.  If we're "surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses... let us run the race set before us..."  


Let's be sure we know what kind of race it is.  He says, "Let us run with endurance..."  The faithful life is not a sprint, lasting but a few seconds.  It is a long-distance run; it is a marathon, an ordeal.  The Hebrew believer had forgotten this.  They began well, but were slacking off, losing heart, and thinking seriously about quitting Jesus Christ.  They had lost perspective; they had forgotten the length of the race and the need of patience and fortitude.  They weren't the last to do so.  


In order to run this race successfully, we must "lay aside every weight and the sin that so easily ensnares us..."  In the Greek Games, runners ran with the bare minimum of clothing.  The more clothes he wore, the slower he would run.  These were the "weights" he would "lay aside".  He had nothing against heavy outfits, but he wouldn't compete in them.  This informs the meaning of our text.  We all carry around "weights" with us; they are not sinful per se', but impede the life of faith.  The "weights" differ from person to person.  To many, television is a heavy load to carry.  Programs must be seen, whatever the cost.  If it cuts into your times of devotion or service, they must sacrifice while we devote ourselves to the Great Blue Eye.  Others are weighed down by sports or hobbies or tinkering in the garage.  Some are burdened by an extreme concern for the neatness or order of the home.  Sleep is a heavy "weight" for others.  Detailed, inflexible plans burden some others.  When these "weights" begin to hinder our "running of the race", they must be "laid aside".  It's not wrong to swim in a heavy cut, but it will surely slow you down.  


Not only must "every weight be laid aside", but especially "the sin that so easily ensnares us..."  This brings to mind the athlete who's running in long, baggy pants.  He may be as fast as Mercury, but if he keeps getting tangled up in his clothing, he'll never run at his best.   The definite article is used, "the sin."  Evidently, it was a particular sin which they could identify.  They had their "ensnaring sin"; we have ours.  Until we "lay it aside", we'll never "run with endurance the race that is set before us..."


In this race of faith, we have a pacesetter, v.2: "...looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has set down at the right hand of the throne of God".  As he waits the starting signal, the runner no longer thinks of himself, his preparation, his discipline.  He begins to think of his example, the man who set the standard for long-distance running; the man who holds the permanent record in the marathon.  The thought of this champion inspires him to lay out his all on the track that day.  He carries him to victory.


The thought of Christ does that for us in our race of faith.  We recall His example.  How He "endured the cross".  What do we know of suffering compared to what He endured?  It was the cross He bore!  


1.
Its physical torture.  "They looked upon Him whom they had pierced".  "Pierced"--spikes driven through His hands and feet. 


2.
Its mental anguish.  "My God, My God--He cried--"Why have You forsaken Me?"  Has anyone ever been so alone?  Forsaken, He was, by men and God.  


3.
Its expectation.  The cross didn't "sneak up" on the Savior.  It glared down at Him from His childhood.  "I am afflicted and ready to die from my youth up: while I suffer Your terrors, I am distracted" (Psalm 88:15).  


4.
Its surrounding events: the betrayal in the Garden.  The mock trial before the Sanhedren.  Pilate's cruel whipping.  Herod's brutality.  The mob's cry for blood.  Collapsing under the cross. 


How can a believer look at Him "enduring the cross", and then fall under the weight of his own, relatively light, problems?  


He "despised the shame".  The Latin word for "cross" is "crux".  It was a vulgar word.  No courteous person would use it.  It was--quite literally--"a four letter word".  Not even the laws would say: "Crucify him on a cross".  They were more polite: "Hang him on the unlucky tree" was the wording.  It is no wonder that "the cross" carried a "shame".  A man was stripped naked and hung up in public.   He would writhe for several hours and finally collapse to the cheers and hoots of the rabble.  Its goal was not to kill or even to warn, but to humiliate--to strip a man of all dignity and respect.  


What did the Lord Jesus think of this "shame"?  He "despised it".  This means: He thought little of it.  He didn't wallow in self-pity, but bore His shame with grace.  


Can we look to Him "despising the shame" and then shrink away from the laughter we hear, the snide comments, the exclusions?  No we cannot.  If our eyes are fixed firmly on "the author and finisher of our faith", we won't collapse under the pressure of living by faith. 


The secret of our Lord's success was faith.  He looked beyond the cross and its shame to "the joy that was set before Him".  The cross wasn't joyful, but there was a blessedness just beyond it.  What was it?  Fellowship with God: "(He) has now sat down at the right hand of the throne of God".  Was the eternal "joy" worth the momentary "shame"?  It was for Christ.  And it is for you.  Live by faith now; enjoy the blessedness of God forever.  


"For I reckon that the sufferings


of this present time


Are not to be compared to the glory


which shall be revealed in us".


The summary comes in v.3: "For consider Him who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, lest you become weary and discouraged in your souls".  


The Hebrews had the same problems as we do.  And more.  The writer is sensitive to their weaknesses.  He knows they are becoming "weary" and "discouraged".  And he doesn't chide them for it!  He doesn't bawl them out for their effeminacy!  He's no drill-sergeant.  He's a shepherd of souls.   


He reminds them of the Man they love most: Jesus Christ.  Thinking upon the hostility He suffered from wicked men will equip us to suffer with more grace.


How are you running your race?  Are "weights" slowing you down?  Unload them.  Is "the sin" tangling you up?  Repent of it.  Are you "looking to Jesus"?  Look to Him till you look your eyes away.  And as you do, you'll find yourself "running with endurance the race that is set before you".      

