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Text 
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. 2 

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. 3 Consider him who 

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

 

Introduction 
 If you’re a Christian, how do you not grow weary and lose heart?  That’s what 

this section of Hebrews is about.  End of v. 3 – “…so that you will not grow weary and 

lose heart.”  Anybody tired?  Tired of being disappointed with things in this world?  

Tired of waiting?  Tired of feeling like you’re facing opposition at every turn?  Tired of 

struggling against sin?  Really this is what this whole book of Hebrews is about.  It was 

written to tired and beleaguered Christians teetering on the edge of throwing in the towel.  

I know that many of us are feeling that right now too.  If you’re not, you will at some 

point. 

 Today’s passage borrows imagery from the world of sports.  Athletics was big 

even back then.  Look at the beginning of v. 1 – a “great cloud of witnesses;” that was a 

term used in athletic settings in that time to speak of a crowd in a stadium cheering on a 

competition.  So that’s the scene that’s evoked.  Then look at the end of v. 1 – “let us run 

with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  The sport is racing, a foot race.  More 

specifically “the race is not a sprint but a long-distance race requiring resolute 

determination.”
1
  It says, “run with perseverance.”  The Christian life is like a marathon.  

It requires stamina, not necessarily speed.  It’s a metaphor so it can’t be pressed too far.  

We’re not competing against each other.  It’s about finishing, finishing the race. 

 We see athletic imagery used several times in other NT books, including likening 

the Christian life to running a race (i.e. 1 Cor. 9:24-27; Gal. 2:2, 5:7).  Look with me at 

one of them in 2 Timothy 4:7.  This is at the end of Paul’s life.  He’s writing from a 

maximum security prison where he was put for preaching Christ.  He knows that “the 

time has come for [his] departure” (2Tim. 4:6), that is his death.  And he says, “I have 

fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store 

for me the crown of righteousness…” (2 Tim. 4:7-8a).  In ancient Greek games the 

winners received a crown made of a laurel wreath, a kind of plant.  Paul envisions 

something more substantial, more lasting at the end of this race. 
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So finishing the race means coming to the end of your life and having faith.  “I 

have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”  It’s living a life of faith all the way to the 

end.  There is a start – when you put your faith in Christ for the first time and become a 

Christian.  There will be ups and downs – when you hit a wall and stumble and fall, get a 

cramp, feel like you can’t keep going anymore.  And there is a finish line with a reward 

and rest awaiting.  That’s the imagery in mind.  And in short, what we’re going to hear 

from this text in Hebrews today is just this: keep on going and keep your eyes on the 

prize! 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Cloud of Witnesses 
 Chapter 12 starts with the word “therefore,” which tells us that what is about to be 

said is connected to what has just been said.  How so?  Well ch. 11 was a list of great 

heroes of the faith that have gone before of.  The Hall of Fame of faith, if you will.  There 

has been a great line of men and women stretching back through the ages who have lived 

and died in faith.  They have finished their race and are watching us, waiting for us to 

join them.  Therefore, we can follow in their footsteps with encouragement in our race. 

 Chapter 11 is relating stories of people in the past.  Chapter 12 starts addressing 

the hearers in the present.  We… us.  It’s our turn.  The baton has been passed.  I picture 

the scene from the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing in the 4 x 100 meter free-style 

relay where swimmers like Michael Phelps had finished their leg and were up on the edge 

of the pool cheering on Jason Lezak as he approached the wall.  Legends like Abraham 

and Sarah and Moses and David have finished their part and are waiting for us, cheering 

us on.  The bleachers are filled with such men and women of faith who have gone before 

us.  They are watching us and they are examples for us.  F.F. Bruce says, “It is not so 

much they who look at us as we who look to them – for encouragement.”
2
  They are 

witnesses, not just in the passive sense (they are watching), but also in the active sense 

(they’re lives still speak to us even though they are dead – it’s hard, but it can be done; 

it’s worth it). 

 

Throw Off 

 Now, since this is the case, since we have this “great cloud of witnesses” (v. 1a), 

the first thing we’re told to do here is “throw off everything that hinders and the sin that 

so easily entangles” (v. 1b).  This is referring to the practice of ancient Olympians taking 

off extra clothing that would get in the way of them running.  Many would even run 

naked so as not to have any hindrances.  Nowadays we have high-tech suits that 

streamline our bodies.  Michael Phelps and other swimmers shave all their body hair.  If 

you watched the most recent Winter Olympics you saw the attention the speed skaters put 

on this.  They had new uniforms that were supposed to be extra aerodynamic, but they 

were losing and so they switched to their old uniforms.  They’re dealing with tenths and 

hundredths of seconds.  They wanted to “throw off everything that hinders.”  They 

wanted to be streamlined 

 In the race of faith, what would this be referring to?  Anything that distracts you 

from running all out.  One person has said about this verse that “there may be 

encumbrances that are not bad or sinful in and of themselves but should be evaluated in 



3 

light of their effect on our running the race.  Certain possessions, hobbies, patterns of life, 

or even people can occupy us in a way so as to cool our hearts to Christ.”
3
  My guess is 

that you probably know what those things are in your life.  What’s getting in the way?  

Do you believe it’s better for you to enter the kingdom of God with a flip phone than to 

have unlimited Netflix streaming on all your mobile devices and be thrown into hell (cf. 

Mk. 9:47)? 

 And if you don’t know what that may be in your life, ask someone else in the 

church.  This is a group run, right?  “Let us throw off…” 

 The main thing in mind here, however, is sin.  We are to be constantly seeking to 

“throw off… the sin that so easily entangles.”  I picture here that scene in the Pixar movie 

– The Incredibles.  Have you seen it?  If not, that’s okay.  But Mr. Incredible gets caught 

in Syndrome’s lair and there are these metallic blobs that are shooting at him.  He’s 

trying to run and they hit and stick and then grow.  He’s trying to shake them off, but 

they entangle him and he’s trapped.  This race of faith is an obstacle course of sorts.  Sin 

is constantly trying to trip us up and overtake us, keep us from finishing the race. 

 This is why a huge part of the Christian life has to be repentance.  Repenting is 

recognizing the sin in your life and throwing it off.  It will keep coming back to you.  

You have to keep throwing it off.  When we make excuses or compromises or let sin stick 

around we are in dangerous territory.  It grows and consumes us and many have dropped 

out of the race altogether because they stopped throwing off sin and eventually it choked 

them.  They’ve chosen “to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time” (v. 25).  We’re not 

talking about becoming sinless; we’re talking about not quitting the race; keep on going; 

keep throwing off sin, not letting it entangle you. 

 We immediately think of things like pornography and sexual sins.  They are 

obvious examples of this.  Sexual sin so easily entangles you.  I’ve seen it time and time 

again.  It starts with something little and it leads to something just a bit more and then 

that’s rationalized and pretty soon you’re “given over to sensuality… with a continual 

lust for more” (Eph. 4:19).  Sexual sin must be thrown off or it will overtake you.  

“Among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality” (Eph. 5:3). 

 But there’s so many other ways we can become ensnared and weighed down and 

fail to finish the race.  What about the self-righteousness that sees sexual sin as the worst 

sin?  That verse goes on – “Among you there must not be even a hint of sexual 

immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God’s 

holy people.”  Do you seek to cast off the greed in your hearts, that desire for more and 

more stuff?  And not just the materialistic greed that wants a new couch or works 

overtime and skips prayer meeting.  What about the greed for power and control?  And 

you don’t have to be a Ukrainian president to be guilty of this.  Just be a friend or spouse 

or parent and you’ll see how much you want to be the one in the know, the one listened 

to, the one who gets respect.  It’s greed and if not thrown off it will overtake you. 

 What about bitterness and anger?  If you’ve despised somebody in your heart you 

are guilty of murder.  “Yeah, but she…”  You were hurt, now you’ve built your identity 

on that and are hurting others, unable to forgive, you’re consumed with yourself.   What 

about the thousand other ways you spend your time on yourself?  Are you repenting of 

those things?  Are you recognizing them and seeking to turn away?  What about your 

defensiveness?  What about your fear and panic.  What about your pride?  What about 

your discontent that is always looking for a change of circumstances in order to find joy?  
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That is just as wicked and evil as clicking on an image of someone who’s not yours.  So 

many people have been entangled in fences trying to get to supposed greener grass.  

“Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of 

every kind” (1Pe. 2:1). 

 This is the kind of throwing off that the author of Hebrews has in mind.  We must 

be vigilant and aware of the ways we are enticed by sin, susceptible to stumbling and we 

must take that seriously.  No excuses.  If we’re going to keep on going it will mean we 

keep on repenting… the rest of our lives. 

 

Fix Eyes 

 But we can’t just repent, we must also believe.  We can’t just throw off, we must 

also fix eyes.  Turning away from sin must also be coupled with turning to Christ.  We 

must keep our eyes on the prize.  Verse 2 – “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus.” 

Many people have dropped out of the race because they didn’t take sin seriously 

and it overcame them.  But I’ve also seen many others who have dropped out of the race 

because all they were doing was trying to throw off sin and it got so exhausting.  Jesus 

makes no sense apart from a deep sense that you are a sinner in need of grace.  But for 

sinners, aware of their need for grace, Jesus should be indescribably sweet.  Christianity 

is not just a guilt trip and call to inspect yourself and find out all that’s wrong with you 

and try to change.  First off, you’ll never be able to.  Secondly, it completely misses 

Jesus. 

An old Scottish pastor named Robert Murray M’Cheyne is famous for advising 

that for every one look at yourself you should take ten looks at Christ.  It comes from a 

letter he wrote in which he explained the wickedness of the human heart, but then said: 

 

Learn much of the Lord Jesus.  For every look at yourself, take ten 

looks at Christ.  He is altogether lovely.  Such infinite majesty, and yet 

such meekness and grace, and all for sinners, even the chief!  Live much 

in the smiles of God.  Bask in his beams.  Feel his all-seeing eye settled on 

you in love, and repose in his almighty arms…. 

Let your soul be filled with a heart-ravishing sense of the 

sweetness and excellency of Christ and all that is in Him.  Let the Holy 

Spirit fill every chamber of your heart; and so there will be no room for 

folly, or the world, or Satan, or the flesh.
4
 

 

 This is what’s going on in our passage.  We must be throwing off sin AND fixing 

our eyes on Jesus.  You can’t have just one.  If you just focus on sin you will become 

morbid and depressed.  If you just look at Christ you won’t really know why he’s that 

amazing.  You must do both.  And the looking to Christ must swallow up the looking at 

self.  He must be your lingering thought. 

What do you think of when you think of Jesus?  Is he captivating to you?  Do you 

think of a softy who cares nothing about sin?  I hope not.  Go back and read the Gospels.  

He doesn’t dismiss sin.  But do you think of him as an angry coach, veins popping out his 

forehead, screaming on the sidelines, upset when you screw up, just pushing you to 

perform?  I hope not.  He is a Savior.  A strong and loving Savior! 
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He is God the Son who came into this story himself and ran his own race… 

flawlessly.  He ran it to save you.  He lived perfectly – never getting tripped up in the 

least by sin.  He went willingly to his death – a death to pay the penalty for all our sin.  

When he died he said, “It is finished” (Jn. 19:30).  Then he came back from the dead and 

ascended to heaven.  And he sent his Spirit to give us faith to see him there “at the right 

hand of God” (cf. Acts 7:55) waiting for us, with open arms.  We run to him. 

Why would we not want to run to him?  He is full of power and grace.  He stands 

alone in history as the only one who has conquered death and he offers that to us.  In this 

passage Jesus is offered as an example for us – someone who ran a race and finished it, 

even enduring opposition from sinful men.  But he is way more than just another example 

like Abraham or Moses.  Jesus is not just another one of the many witnesses.  He is 

unique.
5
  He is the only one we are to fix our eyes on. 

And he is described here as “the author and perfecter of our faith” (v. 2b).  What 

does that mean?  You may see this translated “pioneer and perfector.”  The first word 

could mean pioneer, trailblazer, forerunner, and that sense is no doubt true (cf. 2:10) – 

Jesus ran the race ahead of us.  But it also could mean the author or originator or initiator.  

I think that’s the best translation here.  He’s not just one of the runners.  He’s not really 

the first runner.  He is the start and finish of everyone’s run.  Jesus comes to you, through 

his Word and Spirit and gives you new life, creates faith in you, and gets you started in 

the race of faith.  And then Jesus stands ahead of you at the finish line, beckoning, 

drawing you on, empowering you.  “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to 

completion.”  He is interceding for you (Rom. 8:34), praying that your faith will not fail 

(Lk. 22:32).  He’s picking you up and carrying you.  He has that power and authority to 

stand above you and make you run to him. 

Are you running to him?  Are you pursuing Christ?  What are you looking to?  I 

heard someone use this phrase recently – “What are you chasing?”  It was in the context 

of a young woman who had been chasing a career and the hip the city life and was 

finding it empty.  Everybody is chasing something, some vision of the future, some 

dream, some item.  We’re all running some race, hoping that something is in store for us 

at the end.  What are you chasing?  Christ is the only thing I can imagine worth pursuing 

and running after. 

There are lots of distractions.  Fixing our eyes means looking away from other 

prizes or our present circumstances like we saw last week.  But again, he is worthy of our 

gaze.  The real Jesus is a sight to see.  Keep your eyes on the prize.  Everyone is 

motivated by some promise of reward.  We all know this.  We all do this.  We’re all 

chasing something.  Jesus ran his race that way – “who for the joy set before him endured 

the cross.”  For some joy of achievement people endure and run through the Tough 

Mudder.  This is how life works.  For the joy set before a mom of a little baby she 

endures child labor.  All of life requires some level of perseverance.  But what are you 

running for?  Jesus ran for the joy of a redeemed people gathered together forever in 

God’s presence.  We run for the joy of joining him and them there.  At one point in his 

earthly life Jesus said, “I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your 

joy may be complete” (Jn. 15:11).  Do you want real, lasting joy?  It’s found in no one 

else besides Jesus. 

 We should think much about this joy, about Jesus and what he has won for us.  

We must find our joy in him or we will seek it elsewhere.  Sin offers fleeting pleasures.  
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If we’re going to be a Christian we must know and believe there is infinite, eternal joy set 

before us.  This is how we snub sin and run the race.  John Piper says, “When my thirst 

for joy and meaning and passion are satisfied by the presence and promise of Christ, the 

power of sin is broken.  We do not yield to the offer of sandwich meat when we can smell 

the steak sizzling on the grill.”
6
  Has Christ captivated your imagination? 

 How does he?  Primarily through his Word – hearing it preached every Sunday, 

reading it every day, discussing it with others every chance you get, meditating on it 

every moment you can.  He also uses the sacraments – baptism and regular eating at the 

Lord’s Table.  In this world you are constantly getting messages luring you to chase after 

something else.  You must counteract that with the promises of God’s Word and living 

the rhythms of God’s people, this great cloud of witnesses past and present who have 

found Christ to be better.  This is a race we run together. 

 

Conclusion 

 So this passage encourages us to keep on going and to keep our eyes on the 

prize.  Brothers and sisters: “Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  

There is great encouragement in that phrase.  The race has been marked out.  There is a 

course mapped out for us by God himself.  He knows every twist and turn we are going 

to go through.  It is a passable course.  And there is a finish line.  One day the race will be 

over. 

 We sometimes feel sad about the passing of time.  Our mortality, the fact that our 

days are numbered and the clock is ticking down on us, is a result of sin.  But it’s also a 

mercy, for those who are looking to Christ.  Time is ticking on.  Our kids are growing up 

fast and our bodies are falling apart, but this is actually an encouragement.  I read 

something recently in a book by N.D. Wilson and I want to share it with you.  Listen to 

what he says: 

 

Think about your temper.  Your resentfulness.  Your lust.  Your 

lies.  Your selfishness.  Your despair.  Think about all the trouble you 

have on the inside.  Think about the weight of that burden.  I hope that it’s 

a burden you fight, not a burden that has already conquered you.  I hope 

it’s a war, an advance, a struggle.  [A marathon.]… 

 [Now imagine] there is no end to this race.  There is no finish line.  

There is no final round to this brawl.  There is no clock counting down. 

 You must struggle with that temper always.  Forever.  You will be 

seven hundred years old, still a lusting lecher weeping with guilt.  A 

thousand-year-old woman who can’t stop her poisonous tongue. 

 When young athletes train hard, a good coach is there.  When they 

push themselves to dizziness, to vomiting, a coach is counting down. 

 You can do it.  Just three more.  Just five more minutes.  Two more 

laps.  You can do this. 

 And we find that we can.  That we can push harder than we ever 

knew.  Because once we have, we will be done. 

 Imagine running and running and running until your throat burns 

with welling acid from your gut and constricts with the sharp bursts of 
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cold breaths that your screaming lungs grab and grab and grab to keep 

your body moving.  Your coach  is on the side.  He shouts. 

 “It won’t ever stop!  You will never be done.  Just keep going.” 

 Me?  I drop right there.  Without a finish line, I quit…. 

Seventy years.  Eighty if you’re strong.  Less if you’re like the 

Messiah.  Look to Him and receive more grace.  Stagger on.  You can do 

it.  Only a decade more.  Or two.  Or four.  But there is a finish line.  

There will be an end to the weight on your back and the ache in your 

skull.
7
 

 

Let’s keep on going and keep our eyes on the prize.  It will be worth it. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 For the joy set before him, Jesus went to the cross for you, to secure your eternal 

joy with him.  On the night before that he gave his followers a special meal to continue to 

eat that would remind them of his sacrifice for them.  Very often in eating this meal the 

eyes of our heart are opened to see Jesus more clearly.  It gives us a chance to repent of 

our sins and then to realize that our sins have been placed on Christ and fully paid for by 

his body broken and blood shed.  Now we have fellowship with God through Christ, 

sweet communion that satisfies our hunger and thirst so that the enticements of sin don’t 

appeal so much to us. 

 

Benediction 
“Here is a trustworthy saying: If we died with him, we will also live with him; if we 

endure, we will also reign with him.  If we disown him, he will also disown us; if we are 

faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself” (2Tim. 2:11-13). 
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proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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