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20/20 IN 2020, Part 2 
 

Hebrews 12:1-3 
 

Before turning to our Scripture reading this morning, I want to remind you of the New Year’s 

resolutions for followers of Jesus proposed by James Emery White (Church & Culture Blog,, 

January 2, 2020) that I shared with you last Sunday.  Here they are, in bullet points, without 

any elaboration: 

 

• Pray more. 

• Use your spiritual gift(s). 

• Care for yourself spiritually by pursuing your relationship with God daily. 

• Confront debilitating patterns of sin. 

• Do the hard work needed to build community. 

• Prioritize your family. 

• Be more intentional about evangelism. 

 

For elaboration on any or all of these, you can read, watch, or listen to last Sunday’s message.  

If you pursue these things, trusting the Lord with all your heart and resting in the beauty and 

bounty of His grace, you will be blessed, you will be a blessing to others, and you will bring 

glory to God. 

 

If I could add one more resolution to this list, it would be this:  Resolve to extend grace to 

others, just as God has extended grace to you, because we need grace – all of us – as much as 

we need oxygen. 

 

Now, let’s give our full and reverent attention to the reading of God’s holy Word as it comes 

to us in Hebrews 12:1-3. 

 

*  *  *  *  *  *  * 

 

In these verses, as well as elsewhere in the Bible (1 Corinthians 9:24-27; 2 Timothy 4:7), the 

Christian life is described as a race for which we are all runners.  If you’re not particularly 

fond of running, you may find it most fitting that the New Testament word for “race” is agon 

– from which we get the word “agony.” That is how some of us may feel about running:  pure 

agony.  The race of the Christian life is not a leisurely jaunt in the park; though, for most of 

us, it has moments and seasons of blessing, and we look forward to the incalculable joys of 

heaven when we finish our race here on earth.  But the race itself, the agon, is “a demanding, 

sometimes grueling and agonizing race that requires our utmost in self-discipline, 

determination, and perseverance” (John MacArthur, Hebrews, 372). 
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This race is not a sprint, though it may sometimes require the intense effort of a sprint for a 

short season.  It is more like a marathon, a long-distance event that calls for extraordinary 

endurance.  If you have ever run a marathon, you know what I mean. 

 

Who here has ever run a marathon?  Raise your hand if you’ve ever run a marathon – Boston, 

Marine Corps, or any other. 

 

Raise your hand if you’ve ever run a half-marathon … or the Army 10-Miler … or if you’ve 

ever done a triathlon or a Tough Mudder. 

 

You don’t just wake up one morning and decide you’re going to do it that day.  It takes 

training.  A whole lot of training.  It takes preparation.  You have to be in shape.  As Paul says 

in 1 Corinthians 9:25:  “Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training (NIV).”  

“All good athletes train hard” (MSG). 

 

Paul makes a spiritual application in 1 Timothy 4:7-8, where he says:  “Train yourself to be 

godly.  For physical training is of some value, but godliness is of value in every way” 

(adapted from NIV and ESV).  The Message says it this way:  “Exercise daily in God – no 

spiritual flabbiness, please!  Workouts in the gymnasium are useful, but a disciplined life in 

God is far more so, making you fit both today and forever.” 

 

The verb translated “to train” or “to exercise” is the Greek word gymnazo, from which we get 

the word “gymnasium.”  Paul is not denigrating the value of physical exercise.  He knows the 

importance of taking care of our bodies.  He points out the spiritual significance of our bodies 

in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, where he says:  “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the 

Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?  You are not your own; you 

were bought at a price.  [“God owns the whole works.” (MSG)]  Therefore, honor God with 

your body.”  [“Glorify God in your body.” (ESV)] 

 

So, yes, taking care of your body matters.  How you care for your body matters to God.  But, 

as followers of Jesus, we must never become so obsessed with our bodies, with our physical 

health or appearance, that we neglect our spiritual health or the life of the Lord Jesus in us. 

 

I hope you know that.  But sometimes we need reminders of what we already know. 

 

So, the Christian life is like a race.  Not a sprint that requires a sudden burst of energy and is 

over in a matter of seconds.  More like a marathon. 

 

You probably know that the word “marathon” comes from the Greek legend of Pheidippides, 

the Greek messenger sent from Marathon (in ancient Greece) to Athens in 490 BC to 

announce that the Persians had been defeated in the Battle of Marathon.  According to the 

legend, Pheidippides ran the entire distance, about 40 kilometers (or 25 miles) before he 

collapsed and died, immediately after delivering his message. 

 

The marathon race became a part of the Olympic games at the 1st modern Olympiad, held in 

Athens in 1896.  The distance was originally set at 40 kilometers.  It remained at 40k until the 
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1908 Olympics in London, when the distance was changed (it is said) to please the British 

royal family.  Queen Alexandra (wife of King Edward VII) wanted the race to start on the 

lawn of Windsor Castle (perhaps to allow her children to watch from the window of their 

nursery) and to finish in front of the royal box at the Olympic stadium, which turned out to be 

a distance of 26.1 miles (26 miles and 385 yards).  The increase in distance eventually became 

the standard for the marathon. 

 

As if running a marathon is not daunting enough, three guys – American Charlie Engle, 

Canadian Ray Zahab, and Kevin Lin from Taiwan – ran the equivalent of about one and a half 

marathons a day for 111 days to cross the Sahara Desert on foot.  They started at the Atlantic 

Ocean in Senegal, and made their way through Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Libya, and Egypt, all 

the way to the Red Sea.  You may find this hard (even impossible) to believe, but it is true.  I 

know, because I read about it on the internet.  And if it is on the internet, you know it must be 

true!  (Seriously, it is well attested.) 

 

Then there is a Brit named Ben Smith, who completed 401 marathons (!) in 401 days (!) in 

order to raise money to combat bullying.  According to the BBC, he ran 284 marathons in 284 

days, before he developed a hernia that forced him to stop running for 10 days in order to 

recover, before resuming and making up the lost mileage.  When he completed marathon 

#401, he had run 10,500 miles.  I’m not sure why he stopped at 401.  Maybe, like Forrest 

Gump, he just got tired and decided to go home. 

 

The Bible says that this life is like a race – a grueling, demanding, sometimes agonizing race 

that requires sustained spiritual effort – that you and I are called to run as followers of Jesus.  

The pastor who wrote this letter to the Hebrews gives us three instructions for the race of this 

life. 

 

First, we are to get rid of anything and everything that weighs us down, holds us back, or 

prevents us from running the race God has marked out for us to run. 

 

Verse 1 says:  “Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles 

(us).”  (NIV)  In the ESV, it says:  “Let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which clings so 

closely.”  The Message contains this colorful language:  “No extra spiritual fat, no parasitic 

sins.” 

 

Are you carrying around “extra spiritual fat” in your life?  Are there things, though they are 

not wrong in themselves – they may even be good – that are weighing you down and keeping 

you from God’s best?  Things that distract you from the things of God or the purpose of God 

for your life?  Things that keep you from prayer?  From reading God’s Word on a daily basis?  

From using your gifts, abilities, passion, and energy to serve God in the church and the world, 

as God desires?  Are you content to be a spiritual consumer who likes to receive what the 

church can offer, but is reluctant, or unwilling, to give of yourself in service to the Savior? 

 

I’m not judging.  I’m just asking. 
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Do you have any “parasitic sin”?  Are there, as I mentioned last Sunday and again at the 

beginning of today’s message, debilitating patterns of sin in your life that you need to 

confront and renounce?  Is there a particular sin, or more than one, that continually trips you 

up or gets you tangled up in its web? 

 

As followers of Jesus, we must do whatever is necessary to lay aside, throw off, and get rid of 

whatever hinders us from following Jesus fully and faithfully.  I want you to understand that a 

hindrance is not necessarily a sin. A hindrance may be something that is otherwise good (or at 

least neutral) that weighs you down spiritually.  It could be a friendship, a relationship that is 

unhealthy or spiritually dangerous.  It could be a habit or a hobby.  It could be an allegiance, 

maybe to a sports team or a political party or a social group.  It could be a place that you 

know is not safe for you spiritually.  (R. Kent Hughes, Hebrews:  An Anchor for the Soul, 

386-387) 

 

If it is a sin that has a hold on you, it could be pride.  It could be greed or envy or 

covetousness.  It could be self-righteousness or self-sufficiency.  It could be selfishness.  It 

could be anger or unforgiveness.  It could be something else.  Sin is “a crippling hindrance” in 

the race we are to run as followers of Jesus (Leon Morris, Hebrews, 134). 

 

The admonition of God’s Word to us, to you, to me is to let go of it.  Whatever it is.  Get rid 

of it.  Throw it off so it doesn’t weigh you down and keep you from experiencing God’s best 

in your life.  The promise of the gospel is that when we confess our sins and turn from them, 

God is faithful and just to forgive all our sins and to purify us from all unrighteousness (1 

John 1:9).  The beauty of the gospel is that when we trust God and surrender to His gracious 

rule, we discover that His grace is always sufficient for us (2 Corinthians 12:9).  Always. 

 

The second thing we are to do is to run with endurance and perseverance the race marked out 

for us (12:1c). 

 

The race God has marked out for you may not be the same as the race marked out for me, or 

the race He has marked out for someone you love and look up to.  The race is not identical for 

any of us.  While the race will have different turns, different spiritual terrain, and experiences 

that are not identical, the race for each one of us calls for the same kind of endurance and 

perseverance.  We must not give up.  We must not quit.  We must not throw in the towel.  We 

must not stop running the race.  We must keep on following Jesus, recognizing, as Paul and 

Barnabas testified in Acts 14:22, that “we must go through many hardships to enter the 

kingdom of God.” 

 

It is hard sometimes to keep going when you’re surrounded by distractions and temptations, 

by what Jesus calls “the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for 

other things” (Mark 4:19), or when you face opposition or ridicule for your faith.  It is hard 

not to get discouraged from time to time.  But Jesus tells us not to be discouraged.  He tells us 

not to grow weary and lose heart.  He says that we will have trouble in this world.  You can 

bet your life on it.  But He tells us to take heart, because He has overcome the world (John 

16:33).  And the Bible says that we are overcomers, too – more than overcomers, in fact – 

through Him who loved us (Romans 8:37), and who loves us with an everlasting love. 
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The race of the Christian life is not a sprint that requires just a momentary burst of adrenaline.  

It is a marathon that requires endurance and perseverance to keep going and to finish the race 

well. 

 

Third, as we run this race, we are to fix our eyes on Jesus (12:2). 

 

The pastor-writer of Hebrews urges us to focus on Jesus by turning away from any and every 

distraction. All of us encounter distractions in our life as followers of Jesus.  The hindrances 

that so often weigh us down include all kinds of distractions.  Among the greatest distractions 

we have to deal with are our phones and other devices. Your phone can be a tremendous aid 

in your discipleship.  Or it can be an enormous distraction.  Your devices can help you focus 

on Jesus.  Or they can cause you to take your eyes and your mind off Jesus.  Is your phone a 

tool or a tyrant?  Does it help you serve God’s purposes for your life, or does it control you?  

You can ask the same thing about your PC or your Mac or any other electronic device you 

can’t imagine living without. 

 

Fix your eyes on Jesus.  The verb translated “to fix your eyes” (aphorao) implies a definite 

looking away from other people or things and directing your gaze toward Jesus.  As one 

biblical scholar says, “it suggests the impossibility of looking in two directions at once. 

(Donald Guthrie, Hebrews:  Tyndale New Testament Commentary, Vol. 15, 251; quoted in 

Douglas Webster, Preaching Hebrews, 155-156). 

 

Here is how Doug Webster, an EPC Teaching Elder, professor at Beeson Divinity School, and 

a former member of our Presbytery, describes what this means:  “Like a marksman eyeing the 

target or an equestrian rider viewing the jump or a runner focusing on the finish line, the 

believer’s eyes are [to be] fixed on Jesus.  Just as ocean lifeguards have to keep their eyes on 

the swimmers, believers must be trained to keep their eyes on Jesus.  Like a surgeon, who will 

not divert her eyes away from the patient, but calls for scalpel without ever glancing away, the 

follower of Jesus keeps her eyes on the pioneer and perfecter of (our) faith.  We all need the 

exhortation to keep looking to Jesus. For many of us,” he says, “our vision of Christ has 

become blurred.  We need the spiritual equivalent of laser surgery to correct our vision.  Just 

as a laser light is used to reshape the inner layers of the cornea we need the light of God’s 

Word, illumined by the Holy Spirit, to reshape our inner self and restore a 20/20 vision of 

Christ” (Webster, 156). 

 

Do you see what he is saying?  Do you see what the pastor-writer of Hebrews is saying?  

Jesus is the archegos and the teleiotes of our faith.  Some Bibles translate archegos as author 

(NIV) or pioneer (NRSV) or founder (ESV) or champion (NTL).  He is the leader of our faith, 

the one who goes before us, who established our faith on the sure foundation of his person 

and work.  He is also the teleiotes – the one who perfected or completed our faith.  He is the 

source and content of our faith from beginning to end.  He is the one for whom and to whom 

we run the race of this life. 

 

One of the great Christian heroes to whom I looked up with tremendous admiration during his 

lifetime was the Anglican evangelical leader John Stott, who died in 2011 at the age of 90.  

He was a pastor, preacher, author, Bible teacher, evangelist, and global advocate for the 
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gospel.  I heard him speak in person on two occasions.  Os Guinness visited him not long 

before his death, and asked how he could pray for him.  To which John Stott replied in a 

hoarse whisper:  “Pray that I will be faithful to Jesus until my last breath” (Os Guinness, 

Impossible People). 

 

That is my prayer, too.  I want to be faithful to Jesus until my last breath.  I hope that is your 

desire and prayer, too.  Like Paul, I want to fight the good fight of the faith (and not give up).  

I want to finish the race.  I want to keep the faith (2 Timothy 4:7).  Don’t you? 

 

I want to press on toward the goal of the Christian life to win the prize for which God has 

called me heavenward in Christ Jesus (Philippians 3:14).  Don’t you?  The prize is not just 

heaven or eternal life in the kingdom of God.  The prize is not just hearing Jesus say, “Well 

done.”  The prize is Jesus Himself.  The prize is being with Him and having the intimacy of 

fellowship with Him for all eternity. 

 

Dear friends, in the year of our Lord 2020: 

• Let us throw off everything that hinders us and the sin that so easily entangles us; 

• Let us run with endurance and perseverance the race God has marked out for us; and 

• Let us fix our eyes on Jesus at all times. 

 

Whether the race is hard or easy, whether the way ahead in your race or ours is smooth or 

rough, whether the year ahead brings unanticipated joys or sorrows, or both, let us fix our 

eyes and our hearts on Jesus, looking to Him for all we need, and trusting Him to lead us 

onward, to lead us heavenward, every step of the way. 

 

With our eyes fixed on Jesus, may our spiritual vision in 2020 be 20/20.  Lord, let it be so.  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


