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The Race Set Before Us 

Hebrews 12:1-3 

Intro: I remember watching the summer Olympics many years ago and watching a race that I 

had never seen before. I enjoy watching the various sprints of the Olympics. They are exciting. 

There is great speed, great competition, and great anticipation concerning who will win. The 

sprints are easy to watch because most of the races last a matter of seconds or minutes at the 

most. However, what caught my attention about this particular race was that this was a long-

distance race, a marathon. Because I had never seen such a race from beginning to end I 

determined that I was going to watch as long as I could to see how it went. It was interesting to 

watch and evaluate. The runners were ready for the big race. They had spent months and years of 

preparation. They had disciplined their bodies and made sure that they were in shape and had the 

strength to run the race. So, the runners had stretched their muscles and were ready to begin. 

They came to this arena and they got in their position and the gun was fired. They began the race 

as a big pack of people. These were the best runners in the world at that time. Off they ran 

around a portion of the track. As soon as the gun was sounded and the runners were in stride the 

crowd cheered and encouraged them on. They were clapping and making noise. There was much 

excitement as they came to the back of half of the track. But something interesting happened as 

they neared the last bend of the stadium. Instead of making the last turn they literally ran to an 

opening in the arena and they left the track. It was a long-distance race. The runners knew that 

the easiest part of the race had just been run. Now ahead of them lay a long road of many miles. 

And the crowd wouldn’t be there the whole way to cheer them on. In fact, not even the TV crews 

would show every leg of the race. Watching this marathon was as difficult for the spectators as it 

was for the participants. Nobody would really know the difficulties or the pains that each runner 

might experience. Nobody would fully recognize their moments of great weakness or great 

strength, great discouragement or great victory. And as I watched I thought to myself, “How 

difficult it must be to run that kind of a race. How much conditioning and preparation these 

runners must go through. What focus and endurance they must have as they just continue to run 

one stride at a time.” 

Interestingly, the apostle Paul must have been a sports fan as well. He used several illustrations 

to describe the Christian life. In 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 Paul describes the life of a Christian as 

one who is running the race. The Christian doesn’t run the race in order to get to heaven. He is in 

the race because he has been saved through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul’s primary point is that 

since we are in this race we are called by Christ to run well. He says plainly, “1 Corinthians 

9:24-27, “Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? 

Run in such a way that you may win. Everyone who competes in the games exercises self-

control in all things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 

Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not without aim; I box 

in such a way, as not beating the air; but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after 

I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified.” In other words Paul is saying, 

Christians we are running this race. It isn’t a sprint. It is a marathon. There will be seasons of 

difficulty, seasons of hardship, some pain, some isolation, some times when it doesn’t feel like 
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anyone is cheering us on. But like an athlete, stay focused on the prize, put off the things that 

hinder you and run to win.” The picture is a powerful one for us to grasp this morning. 

State Title and Read Text.  

The whole picture of the “race” was intentionally given to us by God. He gave this picture of a 

race to describe our Christian walk. When you become a Christian you begin the “race” that God 

has for you. It is important to recognize that the Christian doesn’t run the “race” to try to earn 

heaven. We can do nothing to earn heaven. Jesus’ finished work at Calvary is the only thing that 

can bring salvation to man. However, when a person believes in Jesus his life is changed. He 

becomes a new person. God takes him from his old path and direction and places us on a new 

path, a new “race”, so that His plans and purposes will be revealed in our lives. The analogy of a 

race by its very nature shows continual, intentional actions. If you enter a race, you strive to do 

well, to time well, and to win. Nobody races with the hope of losing. We race to win, but in order 

to win we must first and foremost be active. We can’t win the race by sitting around lazily 

watching others lap us. We can’t win the race if we only do well for the first leg of the race. We 

can’t run a good race if we aren’t taking the time to be refreshed and filled with everything 

necessary for strength and energy. We can’t race well if we get off track or stumble along the 

way. Christians, God says that we are running a race and I believe that it is important that we run 

well. How can we do that? There are four key things about the race that I believe we should 

focus on this morning.  

I. The Plan of the Race (vs. 1a) 

Every wise runner knows that it is best to have a plan. **ILL: 5k race in Christiansburg. Many 

of our men just showed up thinking that they could run and keep pace with the professionals. On 

the other hand there were many who came weeks and months in advance who walked the course, 

measured the distance, determined the difficult spots and made a plan. Guess who won the race? 

Those who had a plan. Those with no plan were mostly sucking wind in the back of the pack. 

God lays out for us several key principles in an effective plan for our race. 

A. Learn From Encouragers 

If you are going to run well you need to start by looking at what other runners have done 

and are doing. Study those who have been successful and effective. Having an effective 

game plan is vital to a successful race. 

If we are going to run the way that God intends for us then we need to take great 

encouragement from the examples of those who have gone before us. Hebrews 11 is 

often called the great “Hall of Faith” because the chapter tells name after name about the 

men and women that ran the race and won. The Bible calls them a “great cloud of 

witnesses.” They are the heroes of the faith. This doesn’t mean that these people are now 

in heaven watching us like spectators in a stadium as they watch us run the race. The 

word “witnesses” here doesn’t mean “spectators.” They aren’t witnessing what we are 

doing. Instead, they are bearing witness to us that God is with us, God can use us and He 

can see us through. In each case, God revealed Himself to them and through their lives 
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they are bearing witness to us. By their lives and stories they are bearing witness of the 

power of God and how He works in the lives of those who sincerely surrender to Him. 

When you study the lives of these people it will encourage and inspire you. Romans 

15:4, “For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that 

through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.” In 

other words, one of the best ways that we can have encouragement and perseverance in 

this race is by studying God’s Word and learning from those who have gone before us.  

We tend to look at these people of old as if they are all perfect saints. However, the fact 

of the matter is that they were human just like you and me. They had flaws and 

weaknesses just like you and me. It is encouraging to know that God worked mightily 

through them despite their sins. For example we read of Noah, but Genesis 9 reminds us 

of his sin of drunkenness. What about Abraham who God had promised that he would 

have a son, but we read in Genesis 16 that he took matters into his own hands and slept 

with Hagar. Sarah is mentioned in the great “Hall of Faith”, but we recall that when she 

first heard the promise of God she was so filled with doubt and disbelief that she laughed. 

Moses was a man who God used greatly, yet in Exodus 2 we learn that he was so 

consumed in a moment of anger that he killed a man. Or what about Rahab, Joshua 2 

informs us that she was a harlot. David is mentioned by name, yet he was the one who 

committed adultery and then had her husband killed on the front line of battle. This 

doesn’t sound like quite an “all-star” lineup of encouragers. How could they make such a 

list? How could they be great encouragements? Simply, because they turned from their 

sin and walked by faith. Yes, these individuals were human. Yes, they each had flaws. 

But, each one of them came to a point in their life when they were dramatically changed 

by God. They trusted God and lived by faith, believing He was faithful and more than 

capably of fulfilling His promises. What we need to realize is that true, authentic, genuine 

faith isn’t blind optimism based upon emotions and feelings. True biblical faith is 

confident obedience to God’s Word in spite of the circumstances or consequences. We 

practice this kind of faith when God speaks and we respond in obedience. The 

circumstances may seem impossible and the consequences may be frightening and 

unknown, but we obey God’s Word just the same. That is true Bible faith. The 

encouraging point for us is this: Faith can operate in the life of any person who will dare 

to trust to God’s Word and surrender to God’s will. This is encouraging for us in the race. 

In spite of anything you have or haven’t done, regardless of your past experiences today 

we can hear His word, trust Him and surrender to Him and from this point forward walk 

by faith.  

B. Lay Aside Encumbrances 

Last week we saw clearly how the things of the past can hinder us from running well. 

But, today we see that it isn’t just about the past. There are also things of the present that 

can hinder us. They are encumbrances that weigh us down, slow our development and 

hinder our effectiveness. 
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To run well we must follow the examples of those who have gone before us and won. But 

we must also be sure to remove any weights that hinder us from running well. Athletes 

used to wear training weights to help them prepare for annual games. However, when it 

was time for the actual competition no athlete would compete while wearing the weights 

because it would obviously slow them down. **ILL: Baseball player putting the collar 

on the bat. He takes it off before standing at the plate because it will hinder him 

from doing his best.” The weights to be removed can be described as “everything and 

anything that hinders our progress and the impact in which Christ desires to use us.” 

These things might even be good things but not the best things. Jesus talked on numerous 

occasions about those who love things more than Him. He invited many to relate with 

Him. Some, wisely accepted the offer, but others put Him off and made excuses. One 

man said, “I’ve taken a wife.” Another said, “I’ve bought a piece of land.” “I’ve got to 

tryout some new oxen.” The bottom line is that these men had some good things, but they 

allowed these things to become weights that were hindering them from running the race. 

In other words, these were not bad immoral things but they were distractions from the 

most important thing. We must be constantly attentive that we aren’t pursuing good 

things in place of the main thing. John Phillips said it well, “Legitimate things – love of 

home and family, love of country, love of comfort and ease, contentment with job, 

security at work, etc. – good things can easily become weights to hold us back if not put 

in their proper place.”  

C. Lose Your Entanglements 

Obstacles can weigh you down, but here we see that each of us have weaknesses and sins 

which can easily entangle us and trip us up along the way. If we should lay aside the 

heavy weights that encumber us then surely we should also lose the sins that tangle us 

and trip us up. God is saying, “Get rid of your sinning ways because it will entangle you, 

trap you, and make you its slave.” All sin is this way. It will put a wedge between you 

and God, but it will also drive a wedge between you and other people. Often times, 

people continue in patterns of sin, but they think they have everyone fooled. They think 

nobody else knows their issue. But, I remind you that God knows who you are and He 

sees the real you. He knows exactly what is going on. Quit letting your flesh have its way 

over you. Jesus came and died and rose again to give you victory over these things that 

are entangling you.  

Paul addressed this fact all throughout his letters. Romans 6:6-7, 10-14, “Knowing this, 

that our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body of sin might be done 

away with, so that we would no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died is freed from 

sin…For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He 

lives to God. Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ 

Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, and do 

not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; 

but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as 

instruments of righteousness to God. For sin shall not be master over you, for you are 
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not under the law but under grace.” **ILL: Leg races at a church picnic. I was bigger 

which resulted in me unintentionally dragging him along the path. He would fall 

continuously. Sin is the same way. It is bigger and more powerful than you are and it will 

drag you unless you lose your entanglements and walk in victory. If you know Jesus as 

your Lord and Savior then He has set you free. Don’t allow sin to be master over you. 

You have the authority to resist the temptation and the desires of the flesh. Notice how 

God tells us to treat these things: 

Romans 13:11-14, “Do this, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to 

awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed. The night is 

almost gone, and the day is near. Therefore let us lay aside the deeds of darkness and 

put on the armor of light. Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and 

drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. But put 

on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.”  

Colossians 3:5-10, “Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to 

immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire and greed, which amounts to idolatry. For 

it is because of these things that the wrath of God will come upon the sons of 

disobedience, and in them you also once walked, when you were living in them. But now 

you also, put them all aside: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive speech from 

your mouth. Do not lie to one another, since you laid aside the old self with its evil 

practices, and have put on the new self who is being renewed to a true knowledge 

according to the image of the One who created him.” 

Putting off sin is so important that Paul says that it is one of the primary evidences that a 

person belongs to Jesus. Galatians 5:24, “Now those who belong to Christ Jesus have 

crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” This verse led John Owen to famously 

conclude that we must “Always be killing sin, or sin will be killing you.”  

Friends, don’t give Satan a foothold in your life. Sin will hinder you from running well 

and will certainly hinder you in your effectiveness for the Lord. Sin will prevent you 

from winning the race. We might try to run with weights, but it will exhaust us and 

hinder our progress. But when it comes to sin, it will make you fall over and over and 

over again. Like a rookie on an ice skating rink, continuing in sin is a slippery slope that 

will rob you of joy and progress. You will fall over and over again causing great harm to 

yourself and many others.  

II. The Progress of the Race (vs. 1b) 

For the second week in a row we hear this word “progress.” The idea of “progress” is that there 

should be growth, development, and advancement. We understand what progress is. We measure 

our progress in our places of employment, in building projects, in our weekly honey-do list, and 

in numerous other things. I believe the point that God is showing us here is that in this race we 

can’t assume that progress will just happen. Just living and breathing doesn’t mean growth in 

your relationship with the Lord and advancement in your walk with Him. We must be intentional 

if we are to grow in Him. This progress is suggested in one key word – “BEFORE.” As we run 
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this race and live for Christ, God is reminding us that we should be moving forward with Him at 

all times. This is why all throughout the book of Hebrews we see God continually emphasizing 

the point that believers must keep looking to Jesus. The Jewish believers of that day had a very 

religious background. They were continually being tempted to go back to their old methods and 

manner of worship. They were being persuaded to go back to the Temple, with its constant 

sacrifices, and to abide by the letter of the Law. They were constantly being tempted to go back 

to the good old days. We can relate to that because we, too, have a tendency to resist change. As 

a result, it’s easy to get set in our ways and to go to whatever is comfortable for us. This often 

puts us in a rut where we become stagnant and complacent. But there is a major problem with 

this. We can’t stay where we are and go with God. God is constantly at work around us. He 

never sits back in complacency.  He doesn’t want us to be looking back to the good ‘ole days. He 

wants us to be looking forward to the Glorious Day when He gathers us to Himself.  

If we live our lives today in light of our future it will radically change the way that we are living 

today. This is the very thing that Paul had in mind in Philippians 3:13b-14, “One thing I do: 

forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal 

for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” As Christians we are running the race 

and it is vital that we run the race looking toward the future. If we aren’t looking ahead then 

we’ll get off track. Jesus Himself said in Luke 9:62, “No one, after putting his hand to the plow 

and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.” Church, I believe wholeheartedly, that we must 

corporately and individually keep looking forward to what God is calling us to do. If we don’t 

focus on moving forward, we will get so caught up in protecting the things of the past that we 

will fail to do anything of eternal significance in the present. If our main focus is to make the 

things of the past sacred then we’ll lose our spiritual vision for the future. God isn’t impressed 

with our past and neither should we be. God is calling us to move forward with Him recognizing 

that He is still leading, molding, shaping, and using us for His glory. Don’t get complacent. 

Don’t think you’ve arrived. There are still things that God wants to show, ways that He wants to 

work, people He wants to reach through you. Keep running the race that is set BEFORE you. 

III. The Priority of the Race (vs. 2-3a) 

This is the single-most important factor in running well – We must keep our focus on Jesus. If 

our focus is behind us we will get off course. If our focus is on those around us we will be 

discouraged along the way. If our focus is on things we will easily be distracted. But, if our focus 

is on Jesus we will never be disappointed. The clear priority is that we must fix our eyes on 

Jesus. The word for “fixing” means to “gaze intently.” It means that our undivided attention is 

given completely to the Lord. It means that we trust Him, surrender to Him, and make Him the 

center focus of our life. This is so important for all of us. If we take our eyes off of Him we will 

be just like Peter in Matthew 14 when he stepped out of the boat and walked on water. Peter was 

fine as long as He was focused on Christ. But, when he put his eyes on the things of the world 

and on the storm whirling about him he quickly began to sink. When He finally cried out, “Lord, 

please save me,” Jesus intervened, but He also rebuked him.  He said to Peter, “You of little 

faith, why did you doubt?” God is looking at us today saying, “Quit looking back and being 

distracted by events in your past and quit worrying about the present circumstances around you. 
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Instead look forward to Jesus and there will be life, there will be focus, there will be joy set 

before you. Trust Me. Surrender to Me.”      We look to Jesus because He is the Lord and is the 

only way we have victory. 

A. Focus on His Power 

Jesus is the author and finish of our faith. He is above all others. The idea of “author” is 

that He is both the source and the leader. As we run this race He is the One who goes 

before us and directs each step. Because of His authority when we trust Him and obey 

then the very power of God is released in our lives. I could try for many years to follow 

the example of some great athlete and still be a failure. But Jesus isn’t just an example, 

He is the very One who equips us to run the race. He who has all power and authority has 

promised to be with us every step of the way. He has also promised to work all things 

together for His glory and our good. 

B. Focus on His Passion 

There has never been a person who has made such sacrifice as what Jesus has done for 

us. He endured the cross. This involved shame, suffering, and even the temporary 

rejection of His Father. On the cross He suffered for all of the sins of the World. Yet He 

endured and finished the work that the Father gave Him to do. So often I will hear 

someone speaking of their difficulty and challenges. They speak of their hardship as if 

nobody could possibly relate to their difficult road. But friend, nobody has faced what 

Jesus willingly faced for you and for me. He faced it all and conquered it all for the glory 

of God and the good of man. 

C. Focus on His Position 

He had a purpose for coming to this fallen world. He came. He lived a sinless life. He 

gave His life on the cross. He rose again from the grace. He won. He conquered death, 

hell, and the grave. And today Jesus is seated at the right of the Father. His position is 

one of authority. God the Father is pleading with us today, “Keep moving forward in 

your walk and relationship with me. Don’t lose heart or get discouraged. Don’t give in to 

traps and temptations of the enemy. Don’t let good things become a substitute for Me. 

Look to Jesus. Keep your focus fixed on Him. Put your attention constantly on Him and 

run the race that I’ve called you to.” **ILL: Stephen in Acts 7:55-56.  

IV. The Perseverance of the Race (vs. 3b) 

When we truly focus our life on the Lord the end result will be perseverance. John Phillips said it 

this way, “We must consider Him, and that will keep us from drooping, keep us from 

discouragement. He is the great stimulant to nerve the soul to the utmost. When tempted to give 

in, we need only think, ‘He’s watching!’ What a difference He makes.” We must realize that 

authentic Christianity isn’t a one-time decision or moment. It’s not a sprint. It’s a marathon. It’s 

a race that requires our patience and endurance. We will need patience to encounter the 

difficulties that lie in our way and we need endurance to resist all the temptations we face.  
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1 Corinthians 9:25-27, “Everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all 

things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Therefore I run in 

such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as 

not beating the air; but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached 

to others, I myself will not be disqualified.”  

Nobody runs to lose. You run to win and when you run you anticipate a reward. In those days in 

the Greek games only one runner could win the olive-wreath crown. Athletes would work hard in 

discipline and preparation for the admiration of their nation and for a simple wreath crown. 

Similarly Olympic athletes today compete in hopes of bringing pride and honor to their country 

and to receive a valuable medal. But, both the wreath crown and the valuable medal are 

perishable and temporary like every other earthly reward we might pursue. For every believer, 

however, we can win an incorruptible crown when we stand before Christ. This was Paul’s 

focus. He was so focused on running the race well that he was willing to pay any price. To 

accomplish the goal he sacrificed immediate gains for eternal rewards, immediate pleasure for 

eternal joys. God is calling us to do the same – to live for the things that are eternal. We should 

live and run in such a way that one day when we cross the finish line we hear our Savior say, 

“Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of the Lord.”  

Christian, are you running the race set before you? Are you moving trusting the Lord and 

looking to Him? Are there weights you need to shed? Sins you need to turn from? Are there 

distractions that need to be removed? Is your focus on the Lord?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


