
Hebrews 12:1 – 12:3 RTO Teaching Notes – Free, Full, and Focused!

The Point:  LET US RUN…free of hindrance…full of perseverance…focused solely on Jesus.

(Read aloud Hebrews 12:1-3.)

ME:

I spent junior high and the first two years of high school as an athlete.  I liked being in shape.  I 

liked being on a team.  I liked improving my skills.  But I was completely ambivalent about 

games.  Why?  Truth be told, I’m just not that competitive.  Although I like being athletic even 

today, I could go biking with you and never care that you were always 100 yards ahead of me.  I 

won’t even notice how many push-ups the lady next to me can do in a fitness class because I’m 

just trying hard to do as many as I can.  You could beat me at tennis every single game, and I’d 

still enjoy playing with you.

But before I even go any further, I just want to be sure of one thing.  RTO is a place where 

people can be real with each other, right?  No pretending to be something we are not?  And we 

are full of grace for each other – even in that honesty, right?  OK. Then, I am going to be 

vulnerable with you right now and tell you that I have a confession to make.  I gave up being a 

high school athlete to become a good, old-fashioned cheerleader.  (Show picture of LHM as 

cheerleader)

I spent my last two years of high school cheering football and basketball players on to victory.  

Why?  Because that was something my personality was well suited toward.  I like to see others 

succeed.  I instinctively encourage.  And, hey – I was a girl who could hold her own jumping and 

screaming when good things happened!  

I started thinking about my past athletic endeavors when I was preparing today’s passage of 

Scripture, since the author uses an athletic metaphor about running a race to communicate his 

spiritual point.  I realized that, outside of grade school field days, I have never run in any kind of 

race before.  But, I have attended several races where people I know and love are competing.  

Why?  In order to cheer them on, of course!!!

The village of Glen Ellyn holds a four mile race every 4th of July morning called the Freedom 

Four, and we used to live right across the street from where they started the race.  Each 

Independence Day morning, I used to get up early, watch the race start; then, I’d hop on my 

bike and ride to various corners where the Freedom Four racers would pass by.  I loved seeing 

people I knew compete, and I would shout their names out as they’d pass by.  My favorite 

memory was when I saw my friend’s daughter Ellie running with her sisters and dad.  She was 

probably in third grade at the time and the four mile race was nearing its’ end.  She looked hot, 
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bothered and completely spent.   I did my best to shout her name and whoop her up as just as if 

she were the front- runner in the whole race.  I even got others around me to start cheering her 

on.  What cracked me up is that as she heard me and others cheering for her, her head lifted, 

her posture straightened, a smile crossed her face, and she out of nowhere kicked it into high 

gear.  The encouragement gave her the boost of energy she needed to finish her race strong.  

Say what you will about cheerleaders – but this proved to me just how powerful a bystander’s 

enthusiasm can have on a person’s performance.  

WE:

It’s time for you to get real right along with me now.   Even if athletics were never your thing, 

raise your hand if you are a born competitor.  You know who you are: you jockey for the 

shortest line in the grocery store; you pass others on the highway, but don’t like being passed; 

the stakes are higher for you on family game night than for others around the table.

Raise your hand if you are a born encourager.  Around young children, you celebrate small 

victories like a shoelace successfully tied or progress made on the potty; you write notes of 

encouragement to others; you like feel-good movies; you notice those who are weighed down 

in life and do what you can to lift them up.

I think I’m in a weird category all my own – that being, “Competitive Fan.”  When my kids 

compete in sporting events, I cheer A LOT!  It’s always positive, but if you sit next to me it’s 

LOUD.  I notice which parents from the other team are particularly “vocal,” and I consciously 

strive to out-shout them!

No matter where you find yourself on this spectrum, I have news for you.  As believers in Christ, 

we are all together in the race to live a faith-filled life; yet, not as competitors.  Competitors 

race against other people, try to win something, and make it their goal to end up on top.  This is 

not our spiritual assignment.  Rather, we are all PARTICIPANTS in the spiritual marathon 

described in our passage today.  We all have a course laid out before us by God himself; we all 

are at some point between the starting line and the finish line; we all have the same spiritual 

reward at the end – given not to whomever wins, but to all who finish the race, full of faith.   

GOD:

The Bible gives us plenty of examples of people who finished the spiritual race full of faith.  In 

fact, Scripture conveniently organizes a whole host of them into one chapter in one book.  Does 

anyone know what that is?  It’s Hebrews chapter 11 - one chapter before our passage for 

tonight.  Hebrews 11 is often times referred to as, not the Hall of Fame, but rather, “The Hall of 

Faith.”  It chronicles the hurdles that historic Biblical figures crossed as they lived out their days 

believing God is who he says he is and does what he says he will do. 

We should probably take a brief look at ch. 11 since Hebrews 12:1 starts with one very 
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important word, “Therefore.”  Every time we see this word in Scripture, it should make us ask, 

“What is the ‘therefore’ there for?”

(Show slide of Hebrews 12:1)

Let’s take a look at just a few of those who ran the race of faith ahead of us:

“By faith…”

Abraham - was willing to offer his son, Isaac as a sacrifice, even though God promised he would 

build a nation through that very son (Heb. 11:12, 17)

Moses- forfeited all the rights and privileges that went with being Pharaoh’s grandson to lead 

an impoverished nation of slaves through the dessert for 40 years (Heb. 11:24-28)

Rahab -  welcomed Israelite spies into her home because she was convinced the God of the 

Israelites was the one true God and wanted to serve him alone (Heb. 11:31)

Countless others – endured torture, floggings, imprisonment and death because they were 

convinced that the promises of God were true (Heb. 11:35-38)

Our Great Cloud of Witnesses

The heroes in ch. 11 are a “constant encouragement to us.  We do not struggle alone, and we 

are not the first to struggle with the problems we face.  (We see in the ancients,) others (who) 

have run the race and won, and their witness stirs us to run and win also ….They bear testimony 

that the race can be won successfully and the rewards are great.” (Stedman, p. 135)

The heroes of ch. 11 are heroes, not because they were perfect.  They all had seasons of sin, 

right?  (This should encourage us.)  Abraham habitually lied out of fear.  Moses was a murderer 

and was denied entrance to the Promised Land as a consequence of not taking God’s 

instructions seriously.  Rahab was a prostitute!  No, they weren’t perfect; but God commends 

them in this passage because, despite stumbling, they kept putting one foot in front of the 

other, full of faith in his promises.  

Notice that Hebrews 12:1 calls these ancient ones witnesses to faith, not spectators of it.  They 

aren’t watching us from heavenly sidelines wondering if we’ll make it or not.  They don’t cheer 

or boo based on how well we perform.  They are witnesses who, in the legal sense, give a 

testimony.  And what are they testifying to?  (This is important!)  They shout to us their 

personal experience with God’s faithfulness as they acted in faith.  Abraham shouts Remember, 

God provided the lamb!  Daniel yells, God shut the mouths of lions!  Rahab cheers, God saved 

my whole family after I expressed faith in him!  Baby nation Israel roars, God gave us all safe 
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passage through the Red Sea!  They don’t shout out to us, Lynnaea, you can do it!  Because in 

my own strength, I can’t!  They shout, Hey RTO!  God is faithful and He will do it in you!!!  

Amen?!  This cheers us on to continue running in faith – even when we face difficult 

circumstances.  

Transition:  The author of Hebrews follows this rousing pep rally in chapter 11 by giving us the 

race plan to follow in ch. 12.

Our Race Plan:

Since we are surrounded by this tremendous cloud of witnesses, we are told to RUN THE RACE 

MARKED OUT FOR US.  The author of Hebrews includes himself in the pep talk by saying, “Let us 

run the race…”  I learned something interesting about how this phrase is used here in one 

commentary.  Even though the NIV translation uses this phrase 3 times in just 2 verses (Heb. 

12:1-2), the original Greek has only one exhortation - only one “let us.”  That exhortation is 

simply this:  LET US RUN!   The rest of the phrases and clauses merely articulate how we are to 

run this race.  The task is solitary.  Run!  Yet, the strategy for running taught here is threefold.

Tonight’s point is simply this:  LET US RUN!  How?

1. Free of hindrance

2. Full of perseverance

3. Focused solely on Jesus

Run free of hindrance:

I seem to remember a random fact from Olympic history that says the original Greek Olympians 

ran naked so as to be completely unencumbered by anything that could adversely affect their 

performance.  Imagine having that kind of commitment to running the best possible race!  

Olympians today wear more clothing than none, but not much.  The styles and fabrics they wear 

are specifically designed to have no drag from the wind produced by the racers when they run.  

Their shoes weigh mere ounces.  They are completely committed to running an unencumbered 

race.

Want to see a silly example of what an “encumbered” racer looks like?  My friend posted this 

from her kids on FB a few weeks ago.

(Show video of Ochs’ kids racing inside giant pool toys.)

Hebrews 12:1 exhorts us to throw off everything that could hinder our pace, anything that 

could cause spiritual drag in our lives so that we can run well and finish strong.  The question for 

us is what weighs us down in our faith?  What do we need to watch out for that can trip us up?  
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(Survey the audience for answers.)  We are told of two hurdles in this verse that, if 

unaddressed, will leave us flat on our faces like an untied shoelace would.

Hindrance #1 is: Things of this world can weigh us down.

One theologian, Walter Henrichsen holds this opinion:  “Some things in life must be rejected if 

we are to run effectively.”  (Guthrie, p. 406)    We are easily sated by things and tend to depend 

on them to sustain us rather than Christ Jesus.  In this culture of materialism, we certainly can 

identify.  Where we tend to try to sustain ourselves with things like good paychecks and yummy 

recipes from the Food Network, this Hebrews author reminds us of contrary examples for the 

believer.  Moses, one of the patriarchs, gave up the comforts of Pharaoh’s palace in order to 

put on the circumstances of his enslaved people.   His possessions and his position weren’t as 

important to him as following God was.   Even the Hebrew believers in this book joyfully 

surrendered their positions when pressed to deny Christ.  Their stuff didn’t hamper their 

commitment to their Lord.  Could this lack of riches increase their odds of finishing the race 

strong?

I don’t think this passage makes money or a good meal incompatible with a well run race.  It 

just points out for us the need to recognize that certain things for certain believers can become 

a stumbling block in their race of faith.  It’s smart for us to ask ourselves whether our luxuries 

are becoming our necessities – whether our pursuit of material comforts impedes our ability to 

serve; whether our position of influence consumes the time God is calling us to use for a 

Kingdom assignment; whether an electronic convenience is getting the best of our attention 

and fascination rather than the wonders within God’s Word.  If we “put on” the things of this 

world, we impede our ability to run our spiritual race swiftly and freely.

Hindrance #2:  Sin can easily trip us up. 

What is “the sin that so easily entangles” mentioned in 12:1?  Some commentators think that 

this refers to sin in general.  There is no question that sinful behavior weighs us down in our 

faith race.  But I’m intrigued by on little article in that verse.  It’s the word “the” sin.  A few 

commentators felt this was referring to something specific, yet unnamed.  The original language 

indicates this refers to a sin that is commonly accepted, a sin that is widely approved by the 

world.  In the context of the Hebrews theme, there is one sin that is continually warned about, 

one sin that our own culture seems to endorse: the sin of persistent UNBELIEF.  Not murder, 

not adultery, not pride – but a life continually lived in a state of UNBELIEF.  Does this surprise 

anyone else but me?  Unbelief could be the primary stumbling block to gaining my heavenly 

prize?  

Hebrews 3:12 directly correlates unbelief with sin: 

“See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the 
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living God.”

This Hebrews audience has been warned over and over again to believe in Jesus, to heed God’s 

Word with faith, to believe in the real hope of our reward.  The author’s main message to them 

is to keep on believing, no matter what!  Simply put, unbelief EASILY weighs us down as we run 

our Christian marathon.  And God takes it seriously.  Hebrews 11:6 says it’s impossible to please 

God without belief/without faith.  Why did the Israelites wander around in the desert so long?  

Habitual unbelief.  Why did Moses get denied access to the Promised Land?  He “treated the 

Word of God lightly on just one occasion.”   We not only must believe on Jesus to be saved.  We 

must keep on believing in Jesus each minute of each day until we breathe our last earthly 

breath. Otherwise, our faith will falter.

Run full of perseverance:

Once we are aware of the hurdles that can trip up our faith, the book of Hebrews reminds us 

that the race is long and will require perseverance.  Our entire Christian life is a faith race, a race 

that requires effort.  We have only one goal and it is long-term!  What is this goal?  It’s either to 

fulfill God’s purposes for us until he perfects us in glory or until he comes again in victory.  Rev. 

2:10 says, “Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.” 

Perseverance requires sweaty, heart-pumping, stitch- in- your- side, hit –the- wall work

sometimes.  But when perseverance finishes its work, when we finish our faith race, we are 

rewarded with heavenly treasures.  

So, a good question for us to ask at this point is, “How do we grow in our ability to persevere?”  

We do what any athlete does as he is building up endurance.   We train, little by little, day by 

day.  We obey what God says in little things.  We step out in faith each time we are given 

opportunity.  And by doing this daily, in faith, we find ourselves able run the spiritual race 

stronger, longer, and faster.

Run focused solely on Jesus:

What fuels us to run with perseverance, despite shin splints?  Hebrews 12:2-3 says, 

“Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer 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.”  

We run by fixing our eyes on Jesus.  He wants us to finish the race.  He helps free us from the 

weight of worldly things.  He untangles us from the sin of unbelief. .  And with our faith eyes, 

according to this passage, we can see the author and perfecter of our faith, our Archegon, our 

Divine Hero – ever beside us, setting our pace – ever before us, leading the way – ever within 

us, giving us all that we need to persevere ‘til the end.   When we focus on Jesus, he can give us 
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his spirit of steadfastness so that we do not grow weary and lose heart!  

If you heard me teach the last time on the Hero of Hebrews, we shared ideas of practical ways 

we could practice fixing our eyes on Jesus.  What were some of those ideas?  (Open sharing.)  

Daily studying God’s Word; growing in our ability to converse with the Father in prayer; posting 

Bible verses where you will see them; etc.  The Lord has impressed upon me this week another 

powerful way to keep my eyes fixed on Jesus.  It’s through times of corporate and private 

worship.  This is how we “consider” Christ who endured the cross for the prize and paved the 

course perfectly for the rest of us.  I want to publicly esteem our friend, Brian Hill, who focuses 

our eyes on the Triune God faithfully each week.  This is not time for us to stretch our legs.  It’s 

time for us to sharpen our focus so we can finish the race of faith!  So, I want to encourage us to 

increase the amount of time we spend each week worshiping God.  Don’t save it for Thursday 

morning or Sunday night.  Practice private worship in the sanctuary of your car on your 

commute or as your radio alarm clock goes off in the morning.  You don’t even need music to 

worship.  Dedicate some of your prayer time this week to solely giving God glory for the great 

things he has done.  This activity, in turn, trains us to finish our faith race strong.  

An Extreme Example:

Whenever I think of persevering in the race of faith, I think of a friend of mine who is an 

extreme athlete.  He has run not one, but multiple marathons, and he introduced me to a race 

that I didn’t even know existed: The Leadville 100.

One hundred stands for 100 miles!  It’s a 100 mile running race through the mountains of 

Colorado with a 30 hour time limit and a course that starts at an altitude of 10,000 feet and 

goes over 4 mountain passes, reaching 12,600 feet.  On average, only 50% of the runners who 

start actually finish the race.  

My friend, Mark, finished this race.  Unbelievable, right?  But, he didn’t finish it unassisted.  Of 

course Mark’s wife and kids were there cheering him on.  But, Mark also asked a friend of his to 

run the last 25 miles alongside him.  Mark’s apparently not the only crazy one, because his 

friend Pat agreed to run his own marathon just to pace, guide, and encourage a buddy during 

the longest race of his life.  

Mark was kind enough to permit me to share with you some photos of this epic 

accomplishment.

Picture #1:  Close shot of Mark and Pat running together.  

In this photo, we see Pat coming alongside Mark to help him.  He’s got a water bottle ready so 

that Mark can replenish what has been depleted.  Pat knew what was coming up on the road 

ahead, and here we see him pointing things out so that Mark could adequately prepare his mind 
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and body for that leg of the course.

Picture #2:  Mark sitting with his kids around him.  

I love this shot because you see what this long race is demanding from Mark.  To finish the race 

within the 30 hour time limit, the math says you need to run through the night.  I can’t even 

stay awake for 30 hours or run for even one hour.  I get winded just going up the stairs in high 

altitude!  But even though Mark carefully and diligently trained, the course was grueling and 

long.  Mark needed encouragement from his kids to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

Picture #3: Long angle shot of Mark and Pat. 

Now we see Mark (in the red shirt) running the last stretch of this 100 mile race.  Look who is 

right beside him – Pat!  Don’t forget that Pat is finishing 25 of his own miles at this point! Do 

you see the fatigue in Mark’s body?  What do you see on Pat’s face?  A smile!  Mark’s eyes are 

fixed on the prize ahead.  But, Pat is looking at Mark!  He is encouraging Mark – cheering him on 

to the finish line – beside him every step of the way.

Friends, we have a Savior who has run this race before us where he now sits at the right hand of 

God having finished his work!  This same Savior runs alongside us in our race teaching us about 

the course through our reading of his Word - encouraging us with his Presence in our times of 

struggle – strengthening our feeble arms and weak knees as he intercedes day and night before 

God’s throne on our behalf.  Praise you, faithful Jesus!  Thank you for your tender care of us! 

Picture #4: Belt buckle

I’ve asked myself this question several times, “What on earth makes anyone want to run 100 

miles in high altitude?”  What is the point of this race?  I can only imagine it has something to 

do with the satisfaction of finishing a race well run; of joining the small fraternity of finishers of 

the Leadville 100; and of course, taking home the prize.  This picture shows Mark wearing the 

seldom earned Leadville 100 belt buckle – the prize at the end of this race. 

The point of our race of faith is so we can fully experience the joy set before us and win, not a 

coveted belt buckle, but the crown of life we have been promised.  The Apostle Paul says:

“But one thing I do:  Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on 

toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called us heavenward in Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 

3:13-14)

We race so that we someday get to hear the Savior say, “Well done, my good and faithful 

servant!  Now, enter into my rest.”

Picture #5:  Mark sleeping
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Mark would tell you that the joy of finishing his race made the training worth it.  And if we could 

get any believer to come back to us from heaven, they would most certainly say along with the 

great cloud of witnesses, “Keep going!  The reward is totally worth it!”

YOU:

Are you struggling in your faith race?  Are hindrances like materialism, worry and busyness tying 

you up like a three-legged racer? Focus on Jesus where the things of this world grow strangely 

dim in the light of his glory and grace.  

Is persistent unbelief landing you on your face?  Are there attributes of God’s character that you 

need to confess you don’t really believe are true?  Fix your eyes on Christ.  Remind yourself of 

who he is and what he has done and resolve to trust in him.  

Is persevering your problem?   KEEP YOUR FOCUS ON WHO CHRIST IS AND WHAT HE HAS DONE.  

Jesus enables us to keep in step with the Spirit, not getting ahead of his pace and burning out, 

not falling behind and missing out.  

Perhaps he’s seen you lagging in the lane, holding the stitch in your side, wearing your winter 

coat and he wants that to change.  And when we obey the Scriptures and fix our eyes on him, 

we will change.  Praise you, Jesus!  By what power will we change?

By the Holy Spirit’s power, we will:

RUN!

-Free of hindrance

-Full of perseverance

-Focused solely on Jesus.

I’d like to finish our time tonight praying for each other.  I bet we can identify for ourselves a 

particular area of difficulty or struggle in our lives from this list on this last slide.  Are hindrances 

weighing you down in your faith race?  Are you in a situation that requires much perseverance 

and you aren’t sure you can hang on in faith?  Are you having trouble focusing on Christ in your 

daily life?  Let’s go before the throne of grace with confidence and ask the Lord Jesus to give us 

all the freedom, fullness and focus required to finish our faith race strong.

I’ve asked a few people to come up and pray over each of these categories.  Please stand up at 

your table if you would like prayer to run free of hindrance, and Elizabeth will pray for you and 

ask you to be seated.  Then, Kathy will pray for those needing perseverance.  If that’s you, stand 

up.  Mark will pray for those needing better focus.  I’ll close us in prayer at the end.
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Closing Prayer:

We love you, Lord.  We trust you to do this enduring work in us.  We give you all glory and 

honor and praise each leg of the race.  In the powerful name of Jesus, Amen.  

(You may be seated.)

Benediction:

May the story of our lives echo the Apostle Paul’s as 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, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me 

on that day – and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.”  (2 Tim. 

4:7-8)
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