Running with Your Eyes Open

Hebrews 12:1-2
Pastor Paul Anthes

Introduction:  I want to talk about crowds this morning.  Have you ever been in front of a crowd of people who were all watching you?   

I remember a Sunday morning in missionary candidate school when Ginny and I found ourselves in a car heading out into the countryside surrounding Philadelphia.  We had been driving for about an hour when our leader turned to me and said, “Paul, I want you to give your testimony of salvation in the morning service.  You will be up before the main sermon.”   

As we pulled up to the church I noticed that it was not a country church.  In fact it was perhaps the biggest church I had ever attended.  I asked our leader how many people might be in the service; to which he replied, “probably about three thousand.”  As I worked to appear calm and relaxed he added, “don’t let all the extra microphones bother you Paul, they just use those to broadcast the service “live” on a couple of radio stations nearby.”

What is it about an audience that makes us go to pieces?   Are we fearful that we will not perform adequately.  Well…Is there ever a time when being watched by a crowd might actually make you better?  What if you were entering the stadium for the final lap of a marathon race.  You are exhausted.  You are running on fumes as you come through the tunnel and out onto the track in plain view of the throng.  A deafening roar goes up from the standing crowd and thousands begin to cheer you on.  “Go!”  “You can do it!”  “You are almost there…just a little further!”

The crowd had gathered to witness the race but have suddenly transformed into encouragers and exhorters.  They all believe in you.  In fact, in the Bible version of this every man and woman is a person who has run this very race and finished victoriously. 

Hebrews 12:1-4  Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,  2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  3 For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.  4 You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your striving against sin;

The event is “your life.”  You are on the track and running the race right now.  The witnesses are the broken, weak and often sinful “heroes of the faith” we have just studied in Hebrews 11.  How can people like Jacob the deceiver,  Sarah the doubter, Rahab the prostitute and Gideon the coward stand to cheer us on toward the finish line?  Because each and every one learned that God is the hero in every life.  He takes hold of our broken lives and watches over us to the finish line.  

The race started the day you were born and will conclude when you die. You may wish to sit, but you may not.  You cannot stop the world and get off.  NO, my friends!  God is speaking of “your life and mine.”  The race is going on right this minute.  I have 4 questions: 

· Who are these witnesses and what are they doing [1a]
· How should we respond to them? [1b]
· Are you strong enough to run? [2,3]
· Is there help to complete the race? [4]

Who are these witnesses and what are they doing?
Since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us [1a]:  The word “cloud” is clearly a metaphor for a great number….a vast multitude of people.  

Surrounding us:  They are on every side.  Wherever we turn or look we will encounter these witnesses.  

Witness:  Someone who can swear that he himself has seen or heard or knows by some other means, that something is true. 

This is a large stadium teaming with people.  They are cheering the contestants on.  The runners are not just being watched. The multitudes are encouraging them to succeed.  And every witness has already run the race to completion.  

We have learned the meaning of true faith in Chapter Eleven.  And now there is this  great cloud  of the faithful who have all finished their race by trusting God to be absolutely faithful and sufficient for every need of their lives. 

Each one understood that faith is about what God will do for them and not about what they will do for God.  God was their hero, their hope and their happiness.  And God was fully pleased with such faith.  This is believing faith.  It is not something you do or have more of.  It is confidence in the Character and Word of God to care for you right to the very end of your life. Do you believe God when He promises to save you through Christ alone and keep you for all eternity?

So who are these witness?  They are the men and women of chapter eleven.    They are testifying or “witnessing” as they always have that God is sufficient for them.  They are proof that God can take you all the way home.  He is able because He is our Sovereign Lord.  

These “witnesses” are not watching to see if we will complete the race.  
They are testifying that we will complete the race.

We have just gone from a crowd of spectators watching to see if we will fail or succeed to a multitude of our dearest brothers, and well-wishers. All of whom, I might add, have finished the race by believing in the Character and Word of God.  To the person, they are testifying that you will complete the race.  We are not running in our own strength alone.  Not a single one is watching to see you fall but only to rejoice when you succeed.    

How should we respond to them? [1b]

The race is nevertheless, difficult.  No one ever said it was easy, but failure is not one of the possibilities.  How can I be so dogmatic about this?  Because Christ has chosen you to succeed and finish the race. 

Ephesians 2:10  12 …. we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them. 

Ephesians 3:12  12 …. we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him.  

Lay aside every encumbrance:  In a difficult race you don’t want to carry a backpack.    It takes energy to carry things you don’t need.  

God does not say what the encumbrances are. Because of that, men are always quick to make their own list.   They use those lists to “keep score.”  We imagine we are more pleasing to God when we have laid aside the stuff on our list.  When the athletes march into the stadium they are often wearing colorful and bulky pants, jackets and carrying bags or flags.  When they compete all that is set aside. 

In the case of these believers they were carrying works and legalism.  They were carrying the weight of the Sabbath day, the dietary laws and the sacrifices with them around the track.  All things that merely pointed to Christ.  Jesus had already fulfilled every OT shadow and taken every burden.  Those who believe Him are now stripped down to their running clothes. The runner is to trade in the burdens he now carries (my life, my job, the election, the future) for the light and easy one of Christ.  Take His Yoke Upon You! 

Matthew 11:28-30   28 "Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  29 "Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS.  30 "For My yoke is easy and My burden is light."

Jesus will trade you the yoke of oppressing guilt and legalistic religion and anxiety for His light and easy yoke.  Do not carry your own burden…lay it down at the cross.   

And the sin which so easily entangles us:  This is a different thing from the encumbrance.  Encumbrances are not sins in and of themselves.  You will have to decide if you want to run with them or not.  Jesus instructs you to put them down.

God speaks of “The Sin” in this verse.  It is difficult to escape the conclusion that God has a particular sin in mind that hinders our running. Like the encumbrances, so also the sin is probably referring to the general theme of Hebrews.  Now this is very important! We are not able to lay aside every sin because we are “sinners.”  Our humanity is fatally flawed, which is why Jesus had to come and die for us.  

1 John 1:8-10   8 If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us.  
“The sin” spoken of here, that would entangle our feet when we try to run this race, is the sin of unbelief.  Not trusting God.  Not believing what He says. This has been an admonition from the beginning of the book. It has nothing to do with your confidence in yourself.  It has to do with your confidence in God.   

Hebrews 3:12-13  12 Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God.  13 But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called "Today," so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.

But it is still true that, “we run best when we sin least.”  Ask God for relief from sins that you wish to repent of, but know this:  We are all sinners running this race.  The sin that will disable you is “not believing” your Lord when He says He will take you all the way to the finish line because you belong to Him. 

We know who the witnesses are and we know how to prepare, so How should we run?

Hebrews 12:1 Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,  

Endurance:  With patience.  It will end when it ends.  No matter how long that takes we run the race because we know how and where it will end.  

The Race:  This is a word we get “agony” from.  It means a struggle, a contest.  It describes life perfectly.  The Western world expects life to be a “walk in the park.”  Madison Avenue has sold us on the idea that you should not be sick, tired, stressed, overworked, worried or financially strapped. Some churches have taken this to a new level by teaching that it is God’s will for you to never struggle.  Look around you though…Everyone is struggling.  My dear friends.  The struggle is the human condition.  It is what “the fall” has left us.  Here is another major point in our text:

It is not relief from the struggle that Christ offers 
but success in the struggle.
We can safely say that the race is a struggle.  We can also confidently assert that we are all on the track now and in the race.  The witnesses tell us we can and will finish. God tells us how to prepare and not to give up.  But, how will mere mortal men like us every manage such a feat?  Who will be our hero when we are so weak and frail?


Are You strong enough to run? [2]

Hebrews 12:2 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  

Fixing our eyes on Jesus:  Here is a single word that explains the Christian Life.  It means, in Greek, to “turn your eyes away from all else.”  We might say “focus.”  We look at the big picture, but see only one thing.  A skilled photographer will focus on their point of beauty and leave the background blurred.  Similarly, a binocular or a telescope must be carefully focused on the object sought to the exclusion of all else.  

Dear fellow runners…We run best when we run toward the Savior.  He stands at the finish line. It is not death that beckons you.  It is not even heaven with all its splendor.  It is Jesus.  He is your Savior.  And, He is absolutely completely all that you need.  

He is “The author and perfecter of faith:”  He wrote the book on faith.  As the Author he conceived of and invented faith.  In the Old Testament men needed to believe that God would make good on His promise to save them although they never saw the Savior.  Jesus perfected faith.  That means He fulfills what He says and brings each promise to fruition. The men and women of faith believe God when He promise. 

As Perfecter he completed what He began.  He will complete you as well for this is His predetermined objective. 

Philippians 1:6    6 For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.

How did Jesus perfect faith? Jesus did not just instruct us how to believe God, He showed us how to believe God. Jesus believed God perfectly. Jesus did nothing wrong, but was hated. Listen to how Peter describes the perfect faith of Christ. 

1 Peter 2:22-23  22 WHO COMMITTED NO SIN, NOR WAS ANY DECEIT FOUND IN HIS MOUTH;  23 and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously;

Jesus never did anything wrong and yet suffered.  Suffering is what happens to humans in this fallen world.  Satan is the “god of this world” and he even afflicted Christ when He was here.  Christ suffered unjustly to purchase your eternal soul, but God is a righteous judge and Jesus totally entrusted Himself to the Father.  But, He believed God. He never doubted the integrity and love of His Father.   

Joy set before Him:  Jesus was focused on the Father just as we are to focus on Him.  This is a shared joy.  It is not Christ’s alone.  He purchased it for you and it is secured in His presence.  Joy flows from God.  It flowed through our Savior because Jesus revealed God to men. 

The Joy set before Christ is the same joy set before you.  It is in the same place and comes from the same source.  Moreover, you will get it the same way. By believing and trusting God when He says he will give it to you.  

Galatians 5:22-23  22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,  23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.

Endured the Cross: God perfects or matures our faith by suffering.    Every important step of faith and joy that you have taken has been in the midst of trial and suffering.  We never move an inch when we are at ease.  Would you leave comfort and peace to go in search of God?  You know you would not. 

Despising the Shame:  This is the shame of sin and moral filth.  You can understand this by imagining yourself, accused of the most disgusting crime you can think of.  You are publicly convicted and publicly executed for it and you are innocent.  Now imagine Jesus on the Cross.  The only perfectly innocent and pure hearted man who ever lived and every sin of man was laid on Him.  His own Father was so appalled that He abandoned Him to bear it all alone.  And Jesus knew it was coming. He always knew that the cross was way more than crucifixion.  It was unspeakable shame.  Nevertheless, He left heaven to do it out of pure love for you.  To make you a child of God.  To wash away your sins and to take you to heaven and seat you at the Father’s table.  A washed, pure, sinless child of the living God.  Only then did He “sit down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  

So why did Jesus endure the Cross?  He had no such need.  He did it for you.  He is the author and perfecter of faith and love must be expressed and the object loved must know it and respond to it.   

[bookmark: _GoBack]He came all the way for you.  He never pulled rank.  He never “pretended” to be a man. He actually was and still is a human man.   He suffered the way you suffer and believed or trusted God the way you are to believe and trust God.  And He received the reward of His faith the way you will receive yours. 

Romans 8:31-39   31 What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us?  32 He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?  33 Who will bring a charge against God's elect? God is the one who justifies;  34 who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.  35 Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?  36 Just as it is written, "FOR YOUR SAKE WE ARE BEING PUT TO DEATH ALL DAY LONG; WE WERE CONSIDERED AS SHEEP TO BE SLAUGHTERED."  37 But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.  38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers,  39 nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
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