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Many word pictures are used in the Bible to desctite adventure that is the Christian life. It is
spoken of in agricultural terms (planting and hatiey), military terms (fighting the good fight),
stewardship terms (faithful management), and elssresy terms (we are bondslaves to God), but
no word picture is used more frequently or effegdinthan that of the athlete, and particularly the
runner.

The author of Hebrews follows up his brilliant exition of God's great heroes in the Hall of
Faith (which we spent the whole month of March ging) with a challenge for us in chapter 12
to imitate their faith as we run the race that &ked out for us.

Only he doesn’t deceive us the way a lot of run@dgocates do today. Josh told us last week
about a health tip to the effect that running wiktvent death, and he appropriately put that rumor
to bed. But I've actually had people tell me thaining is fun and that if I'd do it for a few

months I'd come to the point that I'd get a reghtHrom it and my body would crave more. Well,
back in 1983—-I remember it well-I decided to gikatta try. (I had always hated to run, even
when | was a kid. | liked to walk, climb, ski, swimde a bike, play tennis—almost anything
except running).

But if it were true that running could actually bete exhilarating, | was willing to give it a try.

So | ran. For six months | ran at least three timageek, usually two miles a day. I'm here to tell
you that it was all a dirty Communist lie. | newarceenjoyed running. | never gotsinglehigh.

My body nevercraved anything but rest. But, even though | h#tadd eventually quit, even |

had to admit that some good came from my briehingi. | got some much-needed exercise, | lost
a little weight, my stamina increased, and | gelhefelt better.

The author of Hebrews calls upon us to run the tlaaeis the Christian life, but he doesn't
promise us a high, nor does he tell us we will évalty crave the running. In fact, he is honest
enough to tell us the race involves considerablyenpain than pleasure. But he tells us to do it
anyway and makes it clear that some immeasuralle véll accrue to the runner—benefits
attainable in no other way. To put it in modernrtsy his motto is, “No pain, no gain.” Please turn
with me to Hebrews 12:1-13.

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a greatd of witnesses, let us
throw off everything that hinders and the sin thatasily entangles, and let us run with
perseverance the race marked out for us. Let usuibeyes on Jesus, the author and
perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set befbne endured the cross, scorning its
shame, and sat down at the right hand of the thafr@od. Consider him who endured
such opposition from sinful men, so that you woll grow weary and lose heart.

In your struggle against sin, you have not yetgtesl to the point of shedding your
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blood. And you have forgotten that word of encoaragnt that addresses you as sons:

"My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline

and do not lose heart when he rebukes you,

because the Lord disciplines those he loves,

and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son."

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating yasusons. For what son is not
disciplined by his father? If you are not discigth(and everyone undergoes discipline),
then you are illegitimate children and not true soRloreover, we have all had human
fathers who disciplined us and we respected themt. idow much more should we
submit to the Father of our spirits and live! OatHers disciplined us for a little while as
they thought best; but God disciplines us for coody that we may share in his holiness.
No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but paib&ter on, however, it produces a
harvest of righteousness and peace for those wie haen trained by it.

Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weagkri¢lake level paths for
your feet," so that the lame may not be disablatiydther healed.

Nature of the Race (1)

There are several different words in the Greekuagg which are translated “race” in English.
The author of Hebrews chooses the term “agonagémses1. We get our English word “agony”
from it. (Clearly he agrees with me about the ratfrrunning!) Of course, he is not talking
about leisurely jogging for two miles three timeseek but rather a marathon race that is
demanding and grueling.

Furthermore, he tells us this is not a race ofayum choosing, but rather “the one marked out for
us.” Someone else is setting the boundaries andiskence, namely God. This hints at two facts:
this race is not optional for the committed beligand everyone’s race is different.

The goal is the same, but the route and the distareunique to the individual.

Motivation for the Race (1)

One of the greatest possible motivations for rugnims race is knowing someone who has been
through what we're about to face and has survieeeh triumphed! That's why the passage opens
this way, “Therefore, since we are surrounded lmhsugreat cloud of witnesses ...”

Who are these witnesses? Well, he’s talking adwugteat heroes of faith mentioned in chapter
11-people like Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Joskfidses, Joshua, Rahab, David, Samuel.

What are they doing? Well, some commentators hataerpd them as filling the stands of the
Olympic Stadium like spectators, cheering us ort.tBey are more than spectators; they are
witnessing to us. They are saying, in effect, “Véddeen where you are. Keep trusting and never
give up, no matter what the obstacles or hardshgost!” They’re not saying these things
verbally; rather they are witnessing through tiséiries. One of the reasons | love the OT (and
love preaching from the OT) is the great encourageravailable from reading about the lives of
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these heroes. (In fact, when our study of Hebreve®mpleted in three weeks we are planning to
dig deeply into the lives of a couple of OT herdesth and Esther. That's just to whet your
appetite).

Preparation for the Race (1)

No one runs well without preparation and trainiAgd preparation starts with getting rid of any
and every impediment that might handicap the rurfihet us throw off everything that
hinders...” Excess weight is one such impediment. Koaw, sometimes athletes purposely add
weights while they are training. Basketball playsmmetimes wear ankle weights and baseball
players swing lead bats. They wear sweat suitsewhdrming up. But they wouldn't think of
taking such equipment into a game. Runners paatilyuhre conscious of discarding every ounce
of weight in their shoes and their clothes.

Now in the spiritual race that God calls us to rine, weight that hinders us is not always
something bad; in fact, it may be something pelffenhocent and harmless in and of itself. But
if it weighs us down, diverts our attention, saps @nergy, and dampens our enthusiasm for the
things of God, then we may need to dispense witbr it least get it back in balance. For some
people sports may be such a hindrance, or televisiohobbies or possessions. Thoreau wrote
about “men staggering along the road with acrdaraf on their backs, and houses strapped to
them, and bags of money.” For others their attsuti@y be a hindrance, attitudes like
perfectionism, greed, procrastination, apathy jmpl/ lack of discipline.

| suspect it's even possible for spiritual actestilike going to Bible studies and listening to
Christian radio to cause obesity in a Christiarissand slow them down. After all, if one is
always at the spiritual feeding trough and neveresing—never giving out—isn't it likely one
will gain weight?

But in addition to excess weight, there is an ewene serious hindrance that must be dealt with
in preparation for the race, and that is “the bt 50 easily entangles.” Obviously all sin hinders
Christian living, and the reference here may b&rian general. But the Greek doesn't say “sin”
but rather thesin.” That would incline me toward one of two irgestations. First, it may mean
the sin that entangles a particular individual. fTikanot the same for everyone, you know, but all
of us have some besetting sin that we struggle, witmetimes for years.

Or he could be talking abothesin that has been the primary focus of chapter$2,0-e. the sin

of unbelief. It causes some to quit the race befeaehing the finish line, others to change course
to make it more palatable. Unbelief says, God,n'tdike the race you have set before me—too
many obstacles. | need a different spouse so bearally happy; | need a different job so | can
be fulfilled; | need a different body so | can haedf-esteem or decent health; or | need a
different church—one that meets my particular pesfees. | need, | need, | need often represents
the sin of unbelief that so easily entangles.

Focus of the Race (2)



In track, as in most sports, where the runner loslkextremely important. Nothing will throw off
his stride or slow him down like looking at his feer at the runner coming up from behind, or at
the crowds in the stands. The Christian runner moesp focused if he is to stay on course, and
verse two tells us exactly where that focus mustlbet us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and
perfecter of our faith ...” | think the author uske human name, Jesus, rather than Christ or Son
of God, to emphasize his humanity, particularlydnslurance of pain, humiliation, and the
disgrace of the cross.

Let me ask a simple question: To what extent aréxiwgg our eyes on Jesus? Frankly, some
Christians have their eyes fixed on themselveyqmapied with their own comfort, health,
wealth, careers, retirement, etc.

Some have their eyes fixed on others. It's eagptopare or contrast ourselves to those around
us, resulting in feelings of either inferiority pride. Or to become busybodies, trying to play God
in other people’s lives. Remember Peter in Jolth\®hen told by Jesus that he would become a
martyr, he pointed to his fellow-Apostle John aaatis“But Lord, what about him?” And Jesus
said, “If I want him to remain alive until the SexbComing, what's that to yo.oufollow

Me!”"

Practically speaking, how do we keep our eyes foredesus? Well, we fix our eyes on Jesus
when we read and study His Word regularly and comoate with Him in prayer. And when we
walk with Him on a daily basis, asking continualiyvhat would He do if He were in my shoes?
How would He respond to this trial?” And when waddor the day we will be with Him, eager
to enjoy the home that He is preparing for us.

| remember when my dad taught me to drive, onéehtardest things | had to learn was to keep
my eyes focused way down the road. | wanted to &iokhere the hood of the car met the road,
because that's where | was headed next. But eunitiearned that taking the long view is the
safest way to drive.

Have you ever wondered how farmers are able to rirekeorn rows absolutely straight? (Well,
frankly today they cheat; they use GPS units maliotetheir air conditioned tractors while they
listen to their Bose sound systems). But the way tised to do it is to fix their eyes on a
particular point way off in the distance, and wiilesey did that they could plow or plant a straight
row. Taking the long view is not only the safesyv@drive and the best way to plant a straight
row, it is also the only way for a Christian to riln@ race. Fix your eyes on Jesus!

And whyis Jesus the perfect focus for the Christian runiBscause He is “the author and
perfecter of our faith.” Some texts call him themeer and finisher, indicating that he spans the
whole gamut of the salvation story. He is #éfigha and omegahe beginning and the end. That
is, He created us for fellowship in the Garden @&, and though we fell into sin He gave His
life on the cross to restore us to that fellowship.



And what motivated such an amazing sacrifice onslggart? Not pity, not altruism, not
victimhood, but “joy.” “Who for the joy set befotem endured the cross, scorning its shame,
and sat down at the right hand of the throne of.Gblde thrill of saving us from our sin and
seeing us restored to fellowship with Him motivakéich to endure suffering. To scorn shame is
not to ignore it but to deem it inconsequentialiew of the ultimate result it leads to, which is
enthronement at His Father’s right hand.

I'm sure glad Jesus Himself took the long view. énfire salvation and our destiny for all of
eternity hinged upon His willingness to endureghe and finish the race, for when He died on
the cross He paid the penalty for all our sin agtdus free. That is why we should fix our eyes on
Jesus and be willing ourselves to endure suffaringew of the ultimate prize.

Attitude in the Race (1,3,4)

We are exhorted here in Hebrews 12:1 to run withtdtude of perseverance or endurance. The
KJV reads “patience” but it is not the kind of gaite which sits down and accepts things as they
are (after all the personiignningwith patience). It is a determination to push ahaad refuse to

be distracted. Obstacles do not daunt an attitigerseverance, and discouragements do not
take away its hope.

There have been many times in the history of speisn the strongest did not win the boxing
match, when the best athletes did not win the libakegame, and when the fastest did not win
the race, but rather the one who endured. Whabh#igan will ever forget the 1988 World
Series when a cripple named Kirk Gibson, who couligive made it to first on a single to
centerfield grabbed a bat and hit one of the gstatalk-off home runs in baseball history. It was
sheer determination, guts galore.

In the 1992 Summer Olympics British runner DerekiRend tore a hamstring during the 400-
meter semifinal. He fell to the track but struggledis feet and began to hobble, determined to
complete the race. His father ran from the staodetp him off the track, but the athlete refused
to quit. He leaned on his father, and the two lichfzethe finish line together, to deafening
applause. A father helping a fallen son limp actbsdgfinish line is the quintessential picture of
the Christian life.

The alternative to endurance is to “grow weary kasé heart,” which is exactly what we are
warned against in verse 3. Maybe you're at thetpoday where you feel you've endured enough
and you’re thinking about throwing in the towel. NVéhe author of our passage chides his
parishioners a bit in verse 4: “In your strugglaiagt sin, you have not yet resisted to the pdint o
shedding your blood.” They had seen persecutiorsaffdring, but not martyrdom, like some of
those in the Hall of Faith. Now | must admit, thaesn’t sound too compassionate or sensitive.
He says in effect, “What are you complaining abod®’re not bleeding all over the floor!”

| think he is addressing the fact that we tendxtiggerate our trials and temptations, to consider
them monumental, even when they aren't. Think bactke last time you came totally unglued.



For some it may have been on the way to churcmtbisiing. Was the trial you were
experiencing really worth quitting the race overf Wu even remember it five months from
now? Just compare what you are going througheatiffering of brothers and sisters around the
world today. Persecution, you know, is not justiantchistory! There have been more martyrs for
the Christian faith in the past century than alhistory previously. The question is, “Can we
remain faithful in the face of lesser sufferingirGittitude should be one of endurance.

Discipline for the Race (5-11)

Please understand that our author is not talking akout the discipline the runner exercises as
he practices and trains. That's a legitimate stibjed one that Paul addresses in several of his
letters. Rather he is addressing the discipliaé @od brings to bear on the runner. The
recipients of this letter were undergoing significpressure and persecution because of their
faith. While they hadn’t shed their blood yet, thee was getting tough and they were beginning
to lose heart and say, “Enough already!” What theye failing to take into consideration is that
their trials were not haphazard or random, but piatlarger picture painted by God Himself.
Their trials constituted divine discipline.

Now there are two perils we can fall prey to whemexperience divine discipline, and verse five
addresses both.

Perils related to discipline.The author paraphrases Proverbs 3:11-12, wheresags,
“My son, do not despise the Lord’s discipline amdnit resent his rebuke.” He interprets that to
mean, “Do not make light of and do not lose heaht€' “make light” of discipline when we fall
to see it as discipline but instead treat it “backl” Or when we act like a stoic—“my head is
bloody but unbowed.” But the other peril is verglrtoo, namely “losing heart.” Sometimes we
become so overwhelmed by our problems that we beaw®spondent, depressed, and just give

up.

The reason we must avoid these twin perils is gimererse 6: “because the Lord disciplines
those he loves, and he punishes everyone he aaseatson.” This introduces the ... :

Purposes of discipline: There are two primary ones:
1. It proves God's love. (6)
2. It proves we are His children. (7-9)

| don't like the NIV translation “punishes” thene verse 6. The ESV uses the term “chastises,”
which is much better. To punish implies somettpaogitive, while the context here is one of
love. Godpunisheghe wicked but HalisciplinesHis children. Granted, discipline is often
painful, but it is always corrective, never purgtiv

Our tendency is to see pain and suffering andstealevidence that God doesn't care. But they
are, in fact, proof of the exact opposite. To desti@te this, the author uses the analogy of
human fathers. “For what son is not disciplinechis/father? If you are not disciplined then you



are someone else's children and not true sbns.”

C. S. Lewis makes this point so well in his amaziongk, The Problem of Pain
It is for people whom we care nothing about thatdemand happiness on any
terms: with our friends, our lovers, our childreme are exacting and would rather see
them suffer much than be happy (fools). ... If ddbve, He is, by definition, something
more than mere kindness. And it appears, fromhallrecords, that though He has often
rebuked us and condemned us, He has never regasieith contempt. He has paid us
the intolerable compliment of loving us, in the s, most tragic, most inexorable sense.
He then commences a profound discussion of fodichitanalogies of love. | will mention only
two for the sake of time. The love which an affigstls for an artefact is one used often in the
Scripture, as it speaks of the Potter and the atalythe Builder and the stones. An artist may not
take much trouble with a sketch made idly to anaushkild. But when working on himagnum
opushe will take endless trouble. One can imagineiftthft painting were alive, after being
rubbed and scraped and restarted for the tenth timmeght well wish that it were only a
thumb-nail sketch. But then it would be wishing fmtmore love but for less. And when it is
finished, hanging in an art gallery, temperature bnmidity controlled, being admired by
thousands, it would thank the artist for the paimaid to endure in order to enjoy its destiny.

A second analogy is the love of a person for amahiThis is also Scriptural, as the Bible speaks
of the Good Shepherd and His sheep. Sheep werepdts in that day, but it is easier for us to
relate to a dog. In its natural state a dog hasicesmells and habits which frustrate man's love,
so he washes it, house-breaks it, trains it, aeth e@ametimes puts a device around its neck to
shock it when it gets to the invisible fence wedaut up around the yard. To the puppy as
theologian the whole process must seem to caseglanbts on the goodness of his owner. But
the full-grown dog—bathed, healthy, well-fed, lovgdthe family and sitting by the hearth on a
cold winter's night-would have no such doubts.

So also, when children are growing up they donttagis take kindly to the discipline of their
parents. In fact, they have been known to despesed yell, “You must hate me!” after being
grounded for some offense. But when fully growryihg been trained morally so as to survive
their teen years without going to jail or becomatgmically dependent or bearing children out of
wedlock, and having learned sufficient social skitl function as a contributing member of
society, and having obtained a decent job andestarfamily of their own, they generally look
back on Father's Day and say, “Thanks Dad, evethéodiscipline.”

Friends, the problem of reconciling divine disangliwith divine love, is only insoluble when we
attach a trivial meaning to the word “love.” Whehr@tianity says that God loves us, it means
Hereally loves usnot that He is a celestial Santa Claus willingettle for our temporary
happiness at the expense of our eternal well-déing.

Benefits of discipline. (10-11First, there is life. He says in verse 10: “MoreQwee
have all had human fathers who disciplined us aadespected them for it (maybe not at the
time, but eventually). How much more should we siibonthe Father of our spirits and live!”



Rebelling against the commandments of God canymasyour life. Just think of the natural
consequences of sin! So God disciplines us to diaback to conformity with His
commandments. However, the reference to “life” hengrobably more to the quality of life than
length of it. When we are subject to the Fathevwfspirits we will have a richer, more abundant
life. Not a trouble-free life, not necessarily f& lof ease and luxury, but an abundant life. Jsist a
in gardening, the discipline of pruning producesager fruitfulness.

A second benefit of God's discipline is holinessok at verse 10: “Our fathers disciplined us for
a little while as they thought best; but God diSngs us for our good, that we may share in his
holiness.” | assume most fathers do their bestao their children to become mature adults with
high moral standards. But sometimes we fail. Oscigline is inconsistent at times, sometimes
inappropriate; and it may even backfire. But wearéhave to worry about God's discipline being
inconsistent or inappropriate. He always disciing perfectly, with our ultimate good in mind,
and with the goal of producing holiness in us. Amelimplication is that there is no other way to
achieve such an end.

Then in verse 11 a third benefit of discipline ismioned: “No discipline seems pleasant at the
time, but painful. Later on, however, it producdsaavest of righteousness and peace for those
who have been trained by it.” That “later on” ig puoblem, for we are impatient creatures and
we readily accept pain only if the relief comestigway. We accept the pain a dentist causes
when he does a root canal because we know it witlkdy bring relief from the toothache. God's
discipline also produces relief, namely righteogsn@e. right living) and peace (a settled
calmness that God is in control), but it does hetigs come immediately; sometimes it is later
on.

Encouragement for the Race (12-13)

“Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and wea&e&ri Feeble arms and weak knees speak of
low spirits or even sheer exhaustion. Are you thigtet now? Do you have family problems that
seem insurmountable? Have you been unemployeddaths, or even years? Are there financial
obligations that seem overwhelming? Is there atha can't seem to break and is about to
destroy you? Have you started to doubt whetheri&oeklly cares about what you're going
through? Find strength in God, then strengtheh e#uer.

Also he says, “Make level paths for your feet, szt the lame may not be disabled but rather
healed.” Running a race on an uneven path fuluoffps and potholes is not only inconvenient
but also dangerous, especially for someone wheeislé and weak already. So he calls on them
to follow the Lord’s level path of holiness so tliair current spiritual condition will result in
healing rather than further disability.

Conclusion Friends, did you catch the words of Andrae Crégisbng which Jim Logan
imposed over the Derek Redmond video? Can youhsay tith conviction?

I've had many tears and sorrow, I've had questfonsomorrow,

There've been times | didn't know right from wrong;



But in every situation God gave blessed consolation
That my trials come to only make me strong.

| thank God for the mountains, And | thank Himtfoe valleys,

| thank Him for the storms He brought me through;

For if I'd never had a problem | wouldn't know théé could solve them,
I'd never know what faith in God could do.

Through it all, through it all,
I've learned to trust in Jesus, I've learned testrim God.
Through it all, through it all, I've learned to depd upon His Word.

Benediction: Col. 1:10-14

i. We can also fix our eyes on others in the sefisgolizing them and putting them on a
pedestal. This too can cause us to stumble bepmagdewill inevitably disappoint us.

ii. All of us have at timesvantedto discipline a neighbor's child. | tried it oncég-mistake! |
had one angry father on my case! Normally we dtisttipline other kids because we have no
right to do so, and because we don't really caaéuch. If they want to be delinquents, that’s
fine, just so they stay out of our yard.

ii. C. S. Lewis summarized it this way: “A man msgy, 'l love my son but don't care how great
a fool he is provided he has a good time,' butduéddcmean nothing by saying’it.

iv. “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaksiinconscience, but shouts in our pains: it is
His megaphone to rouse a deaf world” C. S. LeWn® problem of Pair81.

v. This message can be summarized with three ctstegt overlap with the Christian life.

1. Some things in life must be rejected if we areun effectively.

2. The Christian life, like a long-distance rundificult, and therefore takes sustained
effort.

3. If we are to live for God in a faithful mannarfocus on Christ and on our relationship
with Him are paramount.



