Nothing But The Best #43

“Ready, Set, Run!”

Hebrews 12:1-3

Maybe you did it in your younger years. 

Whether your sport was baseball, football, basketball, or track and field, you imagine yourself in a crowded arena (or stadium) at the crucial point of a championship game. You picture yourself hitting the home run, making the basket at the buzzer, or scoring the winning touchdown…complete with crowd noise you make yourself!

Our text this evening may sound a bit like those childhood fantasies. Turn with me to Hebrews 12:1-3,

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 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. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.

William Barclay writes, “This is one of the great, moving passages of the New Testament; and in it the writer has given us a well-nigh perfect summary of the Christian life.”

The author of Hebrews uses the illustration of a race. Everybody in the ancient world knew about the Greek games, popular in the Roman Empire. (These were the original Olympic games, similar to those held today.) Every city had its amphitheater, in which athletes displayed their prowess before huge and appreciative crowds—running, boxing, wrestling, spear throwing, and chariot racing. Several times in the New Testament the Christian life is likened to an athletic race, not because we are competing with one another, but be​cause it demands great self-discipline.

Why is this so relevant here? The author sees the high probability of persecution coming down heavily on the lives of his readers. Perhaps the persecution of Christians under Nero had already commenced in Rome, and he fears it may spread to where the readers are located. He does not wish to indulge them in sympathy, but to stir them to stand as did those who have gone before. Do they think they can get off with any less commitment or cost than the saints who earlier bore their witness? No, what was required of the witnesses of the past will be required of this generation.

Chuck Swindoll states that he would like to write his own tract like the “Four Spiritual Laws,” except his would be called the “Four Spiritual Flaws,” exposing four familiar false statements many Christians believe:

1) Because you are a Christian, all of your problems are removed

2) If you are having problems, you are unspiritual

3) Christians cannot crack up

4) Being exposed to reliable Bible teaching automatically solves my problems.

That fourth idea is especially popular among strong, Bible-preaching churches. We encourage folks to come to church services, but as Swindoll notes, 

Bible teaching is not like a nuclear fallout, where you automatically absorb the stuff just because you are exposed to it. The Bible is like a reliable map that will take you from here to there if you get into the vehicle of application and drive. The map [itself] won’t get you there.

Perhaps the reason why athletic imagery is so common in the New Testament is that Christianity is not a spectator sport; it involves active participation.
 While it is true that our salvation is not something we do but is something Jesus has done, we are told in Philippians 2:12 to “work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” It is important to note that whenever the New Testament refers to the Christian life as a race, it is not our salvation that is the goal of the race—only the saved are allowed to run this race—but it is our service for Christ that is being illustrated.

One last note before examining the text: The words “we” and “us” link the author to his readers. He is a competitor in the race as well as they and writes as one who is as much caught up in the contest as they are.
 He says, in effect, “We’re all in this together.”

The challenge of these three verses can be summarized by the word “consider” in verse three. The original Greek term analogisasthe, used only here in the New Testament, is a word used in calculations.
 It means to carefully analyze, to “count the cost,” and to think about our faith, not merely react on the basis of feelings. I like the phrase (not original with me) “live life intentionally.” That is what the author is challenging us to do.
Consider the Predecessors
First we should consider the predecessors. Of course, this refers to the “Faith Hall of Fame” members from Hebrews 11. He speaks of being “surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” crowded as it were row upon row within the encircling arena.

Now a popular interpretation of this verse has caused some misunderstanding. Some have taught that those who have passed on before are up in Heaven, watching everything we do, cheering us on. While this idea holds a sentimental attraction, we should not understand this text that way. The Greek word translated “witnesses” does not mean “spectators.” Our English word “martyr” comes directly from the Greek word translated “witness.” These people are not witnessing what we are doing; rather, they are bearing witness to us that God can see us through.
 One scholar suggests that, “perhaps we should think of something like a relay race where those who have finished their course and handed in their baton are watching and encouraging their successors.”

F. F. Bruce points to the similarities of this passage to the intertestamental book of 4 Maccabees—an apocryphal book written in Alexandria (which could support the view that Apollos, an Alexandrian, wrote Hebrews). The martyrs of 4 Maccabees contend﻿﻿ in a contest﻿﻿ in which the pagan king is their antagonist; and true faith﻿ wins the victory by their endurance;﻿ the universe and the whole race of mankind are the spectators,﻿ while Virtue occupies the president’s box. The prize with which the martyrs are crowned is eternal life.﻿
 While 4 Maccabees was not considered inspired Scripture even in the first century, it was commonly known among Jews in that era. This would be a powerful illustration of enduring under the pressure of persecution that would soon reach the original audience.

The same can be said today. One of the best ways to develop endurance and encouragement is to get to know the godly men and women of the Old Testament who ran the race and won. If you are having problems with your family, read about Joseph. If you think your job is too big for you, study the life of Moses. If you are tempted to retaliate, see how David handled this problem.
 The Bible does not merely present abstract principles of truth; it provides practical examples of real life people in real life problems. We can consider the predecessors of the faith.

Consider the Pursuit

Second, we should consider the pursuit. The first phrase of the text sets the stage; the rest of verse one and verse two tell us how to do it. Once again, the author uses the phrase “let us” three times in these two verses: 

· Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles

· Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us

· Let us fix our eyes on Jesus
Before a runner begins a race, he removes the entanglements. Usually the athlete wears a warm-up suit before approaching the starting blocks. This is stripped off just prior to the beginning of the race, so that nothing inhibits the running motion. 

The author mentions laying aside every “weight” (kjv) that hinders and the sin that entangles. While some view these as two phrases referring to the same thing,
 most scholars believe these are two separate kinds of entanglements. 

“Everything that hinders” translates the Greek term onkos (used only here in the New Testament), a word that may mean any kind of weight. It is sometimes used of superfluous bodily weight that the athlete sheds during training. Here, however, it seems to be the race rather than the training that is in view. Athletes carried nothing with them in a race (they even ran naked), and the writer is suggesting that the Christian should “travel light.” He is not referring to sin, for that follows in the next clause. Some things that are not wrong in themselves hinder us in putting forward our best effort. So the writer tells us to get rid of them.

What are the “weights” that we should remove so that we might win the race? Everything that hinders our progress, including an indifferent attitude, a lack of discipline in areas of the mind, procrastination, impatience, or worry.
 The word may also mean a spirit of overconfidence in one’s own abilities. Keeping with the athletic motif, many a great team with championship potential has taken the field in such an attitude only to receive a drubbing at lesser hands. The idea that a certain contest is a “pushover, a breather, an easy day” anesthetizes a team into complacency. That is the making of an upset! When we let down our concentration on the basics of the Christian life and become distracted, we are in for a sudden and shocking surprise. Many a great saint has been caught off guard by a sloppy attitude toward relationships, disciplines of preparation, or commitment to excellence, only to find the situation lost and the opportunity gone.
 These “weights” might even be “good things” in the eyes of others. A winning athlete does not choose between the good and the bad; he chooses between the better and the best.
 

Now, we must be careful when it comes to the “weights” of others. It may well be that what is a hindrance to one person is not a hindrance to another; each must learn for himself what in his case is a weight or impediment. But there are other things which are not perfectly all right in their own way but are essentially wrong; these are included in the “sin which so readily ensnares us.”
 “The” sin (the definite article is used in the Greek) is the sin of unbelief, according to the context of chapters 10-12.
 It was unbelief that kept Israel out of the Promised Land, and it is unbelief that hinders us from entering into our spiritual inheritance in Christ.
 The opposite of this is confidence in God and what He will do—living by faith, as demonstrated in the numerous examples of Hebrews 11.

After removing the entanglements, the Christian is called to run with endurance. Not just run but run “with endurance.” Why? This is no one-hundred-yard dash. Set before us is a long, winding way with many things to discourage and dismay.
Sure, everyone has from time to time a mild inclination to do good. The author is not talking about this but about the kind of sustained effort required of the long-distance runner who keeps on with great determination over the long course. That is what the heroes of faith of the previous chapter did in their day, and it is that to which we are called.
 The Greek command (trechōmen) stresses persistent, daily running. It could be translated, “Let us keep on running.” The length of the run directly corresponds to the years between conversion and death. The race is therefore more like a marathon than a dash. No wonder the Greek term for “race” (agōna) transliterates as “agony.” There is emotional, intellectual, physical, and spiritual agony in the will of God. It involves pain, exhaustion, and opposition.
 Remember, we are called to endure, not necessarily to win.

This was a particular issue for the original addressees of the letter. They set out on the race but, after a good start (10:32–34), are now slackening in the will to persevere: their effort is decreasing (2:1), sin is holding them back (3:17–4:1), they need to recover their intensity of purpose (4:11), to shake off the sluggish mood into which they have fallen (6:11f.), and to regain their confidence (10:35, 39).
 

While running with endurance, we are to rivet the eyesight on one thing: the goal. Verse two states, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.” Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains,

The word “looking” [in the kjv] is aphorao, “to turn the eyes away from other things and fix them on something.” The word also means “to turn one’s mind to a certain thing.” Both meanings are applicable here, the spiritual vision turned away from all else and together with the mind, concentrated on Jesus. What a lesson in Christian running technique we have in that little preposition “off, away from,” which is prefixed to this verb. The minute the Greek runner in the stadium takes his attention away from the race course and the goal to which he is speeding, and turns it upon the onlooking crowds, his speed is slackened. It is so with the Christian. The minute he takes his eyes off of the Lord Jesus, and turns them upon others, his pace in the Christian life is slackened, and his onward progress in grace hindered.

We are to run this race “with no eyes for any one or anything except Jesus.” It is he toward whom we run. There must be no divided attention.
 Think of Peter in Matthew 14. As long as he kept his eyes fixed on Jesus, he literally walked on the water, but when he took his eyes of Jesus, he began to sink.

This “looking unto Jesus” is another way of saying “to trust, believe in, or have faith in Jesus,” the means by which we are saved. By “fixing our eyes on Jesus,” the author describes an ongoing attitude of faith and not just a single act.

Consider the Pioneer

This leads to the last challenge, to consider the pioneer. Jesus is described in verse two as “the author and perfecter of our faith.” The Greek word archēgon can be rendered as “pioneer,” “founder, or even “designer of the race”
 as in the designer of a golf course that knows the intricacies of the various holes and can give perspective to a golfer. The second word teleiōtēn is a unique word, not found anywhere else in the New Testament nor in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint. It is based on another Greek term, teleioo, which appears often in the New Testament, including the book of Hebrews. It means “to carry through completely, to finish, to make perfect or complete.” Through His life of faith on earth, Jesus became the perfect or complete example of the life of faith.
 We could say Jesus is the Alpha and the Omega—the beginning and the end—of the Christian life of faith.

The author goes on to describe Jesus as “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.” This does not mean that Jesus enjoyed the suffering and shame of the cross; the verse says He endured it, not enjoyed it. The “joy” in this verse is the result of the suffering and shame, and for that reason Jesus endured them. He looked right through the cross to the coming joy, the joy of bringing salvation to those he loves.

Why would the author mention this? Verse three concludes, “Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” The original readers were about to experience some of the suffering and shame their Savior experienced, and he was concerned that they might drop out of the race. 

The two verbs used at the end of this verse, “grow weary and lose heart,” are both used by Aristotle of runners who relax and collapse after they have passed the finishing post. These readers, though, were still in the race. They must not give way prematurely. Once again there is the call to perseverance in the face of hardship.

We need this message in the twenty-first century as much as the Hebrews did in the first century. Chuck Swindoll observes,
We quit before we come to the end of the test or we change the course to make it more comfortable. Both short-circuit the character that God is working hard to build inside of us…. We Christians have somehow bought the Western mentality that God wants everyone to be comfortable and happy and therefore fulfilled and in His will. That may be the American dream, but that is not God’s desire for His people. He wants us holy, pure, like Christ.

You may never score the game winning run, basket, or touchdown. You may never hear your name chanted by thousands of adoring fans in a packed stadium. But you can win the race of faith. You don’t have to beat anybody else, just finish your race. 
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