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Introduction:

Every now and then my mind will drift back to the beginning of my marriage and ministry.  They both started the same year.  Ginny and I were married in 1970 and went the very next summer to a missionary candidate training school in a suburb of Philadelphia.  
After several weeks of morning to evening training classes we were eventually taken out to speak to some of the churches in the area that were interested in reaching men and women for Christ through missions.  I had spoken in church a few times and even preached some and was trying hard to convince our mentors that I was comfortable and capable.  
We were not told where we were going in advance.  Perhaps the mission didn’t even know or more likely they had not yet decided who they would take to the meetings.  
On a particular Sunday morning Ginny and I found ourselves in a car heading out into the countryside surrounding Philadelphia.  I recall feeling some relief that we were heading into the country.  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 and call to the mission field in the morning service.  You will be up before the main sermon.”   I remember asking where the church was and he told me that we were almost there and that it was on the outskirts of another city named York, Penn.  
As we pulled up to the church I noticed that it was not a country church.  In fact it seemed to be the biggest church I had ever attended.  I remember asking 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.”
There are probably few things that can shake our confidence like being watched.  Often times you can do a task perfectly until someone else is watching you.  What is it about an audience that makes many of us go to pieces? It is because we are fearful that we will not perform adequately.  Is there ever a time when being in a crowd and having people watching might actually make you better? YES! 
In fact, our text today, speaks of just such a time and circumstances.  Let’s read it together now. 

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 spoken of in these verses is “your life.”  You are presently on the track and running the race. Let me say this again;  right this minute you are in the race.  It started when you were born and will conclude when you die. You may wish to sit, but you may not.  You cannot stop he world and get off. NO, my friends!  These four verses are speaking of “your life and mine” and they are vitally important to you right this minute. 
This portion of God’s Word is here to equip us for the race we are in now by answering five important questions:  
· Who are these witnesses and what are they doing [1a]

· How should you prepare? [1b]

· How should you run? [1c]

· Who is the hero of your life’s story? [2,3]

· What will give us the strength to complete the race? [4]

Who are these witnesses and what are they doing [1a]

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, 
Let’s first just look at what the verse is saying.  
So great a cloud:  The word “cloud” is used metaphorically to describe a great number.  Our verse tells us that it is a great cloud so the entire picture here is one of a multitude of people who are witnesses.  
Surrounding us:  They are on every side.  Wherever we turn or look we will encounter these witnesses.  What exactly is a witness?  
Witness:  Someone who can swear that he himself has seen or heard or knows by some other means, that something is true. 
Now what exactly is the scene that the Scripture is painting for us in this verse?  A large stadium has always come easily to my mind.  I often think of the final moments of the Olympic Marathon race as the weary runner enters the stadium and has to make a full lap around the track in order to cross the finish line.  The Stadium is filled with people cheering the contestants on.  The runners are being “watched” by the multitudes who are encouraging them to succeed.  

But…here is exactly where we need to reconsider our understanding of this scene.  Most if not all of these spectators have never run a lap around that track let alone the 26 miles  385 yards required to complete this race. These witnesses in verse one, have all run the race to completion.  Every one of them to the person, has finished this race successfully. 
And this is how I know that is true.  Both the English and the Greek begin this verse with the word “Therefore.”  In Greek this is a rare word.  It is used only one other time in the New Testament and has a very strong meaning.  It insists that what is about to be said is a conclusion on what has already or “just” been said.  
It is “a [word] introducing a conclusion with some special emphasis …, and generally occupying the first place in the sentence, wherefore then, for which reason, therefore, consequently: Thayer
We have just finished a long study on the meaning and object of faith in Chapter Eleven.  We were introduced to a great cloud of men and women who finished their race by believing God and trusting that He is absolutely faithful and sufficient for every need of their lives. 
Hebrews 11:39-40  39 And all these, having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was promised,  40 because God had provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect. 

Each one of our “witnesses” has testified with their lives and words that God is absolutely trustworthy. They 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.  What are they doing in this opening verse of chapter twelve?  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.  He is willing because He is a God of Love and compassion.  Here is the key thought for this passage:  
These “witnesses” are not watching to see if we will complete the race.  
They are testifying that we will complete the race.
This would change everything would it not? 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.   
How should you prepare? [1b]

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,  
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. The Bible abounds with these assurances. 
Philippians 1:5-6   5 in view of your participation in the gospel from the first day until now.  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.

Ephesians 3:12-13  12 in whom we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him.  13 Therefore I ask you not to lose heart at my tribulations on your behalf, for they are your glory.
Hebrews 10:19-23   19 Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus,  20 by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh,  21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God,  22 let us draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.  23 Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for He who promised is faithful;
Lay aside every encumbrance:  These are the things which we are carrying.  They are things which protrude.  It takes energy to carry them in a race.  And that is energy that will slow and tire the runner.  
God does not say what they are. Because of that, men are always quick to make their own list.  I caution you strongly now!  We tend to use such things to “keep score.”  We are more pleasing to God when we have laid aside this or that.  But, be very careful not to make this mistake.  God is pleased when we believe Him.  He will fight for us.  He will sustain us, but He also instructs us how to run the race.

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 the Hebrews spoken to in this book, they had embraced or were considering embracing a spirituality that was not Christ produced, but works and law produced.  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 when He said so, are now stripped down to their running clothes. 

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 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.  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.  9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word 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.”  Look to God to give you 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…How should we run?

How should you run? [1c]

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:  Means you do not quit just because it is difficult. 
The Race:  This is a word we get “agony” from.  It means a struggle, a contest.  It describes life perfectly.  Only perhaps in the Western world do we expect 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 prosper and not 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?
Who is the hero of your life’s story? [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 the Savior.  He is your Savior.  And, He is absolutely completely all that you need.  
He is also “The author and perfecter of faith:”  He wrote the book on faith.  As the Author he was the first cause of all salvation.  All the Old Testament religion pointed to Him.  Men needed to believe that God would make good on His promise to Save them although they never saw the Savior.  The men and women of faith believe God when He promised. 
Hebrews 2:10 For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things, and through whom are all things, in bringing many sons to glory, to perfect the author of their salvation through sufferings.
As Perfecter he completed what He began.  He will complete you as well for this is His predetermined objective. 
Philippians 1:5-6   5 in view of your participation in the gospel from the first day until now.  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 2:20-23  20 For what credit is there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you endure it with patience? But if when you do what is right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, this finds favor with God.  21 For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps,  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. 

John 1:18  18 No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.
Luke 15:10   10 "In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 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.  He gives us joy through the work of the Holy Spirit in this world but it will explode upon your heart when Jesus literally, bodily and physically returns for you.  
John 16:20-22   20 "Truly, truly, I say to you, that you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will grieve, but your grief will be turned into joy.  21 "Whenever a woman is in labor she has pain, because her hour has come; but when she gives birth to the child, she no longer remembers the anguish because of the joy that a child has been born into the world.  22 "Therefore you too have grief now; but I will see you again, and your heart will rejoice, and no one will take your joy away from you.

Endured the Cross: God perfects our faith in suffering.  Perfects me makes it mature.  He brings it to its full strength.  If you will think with me Christian you will admit that 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.  
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.  He came all the way for you my friend.  He never pulled rank.  He never “pretended” to be a man. He actually was and He suffered the way you suffer and believed God the way you are to believe God and received the reward of His faith the way you will receive yours  . 
What will give us the strength to complete the race? [3]

Hebrews 12:3-4  3 For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.  

The answer to this is pretty obvious by now.  Consider means to “think this over.” “weigh”  this and apply logic to it. Jesus Christ is just as sufficient for your suffering in this world as He was for your sins at the cross. There is nothing you can face that He does not care about.
Brothers and sisters;  learn to compare all of your trials in this world to what Christ did for you on the cross.  God does not minimize your sufferings and trials and grief.  They are real, intense and sometimes lifelong.  What He does ask you to do is to consider them all in the light of what Jesus has done for you at the Cross.  In most cases we will conclude that Christ loved us in our weakness more than we ever previously imagined.  His suffering was the same as yours and He did it to redeem you.  

Hebrews 12:4 You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your striving against sin;
CONCLUSION

The essence of Biblical Faith is to trust the character and Word of God.  Men and women down through the centuries have pleased Him this way. Whatever your trial…look to Him.  Whatever your joy…give thanks to Him.  Whatever you suffering…know that He also suffered for you. Living in this passage will remind you that:  
· These “witnesses” are not watching to see if we will complete the race.  They are testifying that we will complete the race.

· It is not relief from the struggle that Christ offers but success in the struggle.

· You run with endurance by watching Christ alone.  You are following the example of your Savior and it will take you right into the arms of God. 

· You need to consider Jesus in your trials.  Trust His Love for you.  It is as good as His integrity and as real as the Cross. 
1 John 3:1-2  See how great a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would be called children of God; and such we are. For this reason the world does not know us, because it did not know Him.  2 Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.
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