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_____________________________________________________________ 
 

When I was in college, I was on the track team.  My event was the marathon.  

...  Really?  You believe that?  I’ve never run a marathon, I’ve never run a 

5,000 meter in my life!  Let me put this way – running is not my thing. 
  

Five years ago, during my annual physical exam, my doctor was doing all 

the preliminary stuff – taking my blood pressure, listening to my breathing 

with his stethoscope, taking my pulse.  And all of a sudden he stops chit-

chatting with me and he focuses on my pulse, giving all of his concentration 

to my wrist and his watch.  And after a long time, he looks at me and he 

says, “I’m getting a resting pulse of 45 beats per minute.”  And then, after 

looking me up and down again, he said to me – and this is why I love my 

internist – “I’m gonna guess that you’re not a long-distance runner.” 
  

So, given my aversion to running, it won’t surprise you that I can’t even 

comprehend the triathlon.  What kind of a masochistic beast would subject 

himself to a 1-mile swim followed by a 25-mile bicycle ride followed by a 

6-mile run?  But I have to confess – whenever a Summer Olympics rolls 

around, I find myself watching the triathlon. 
  

And for my money, the most fascinating part of the triathlon is the 

“transition area”.  After pulling themselves out of the water and jogging up a 

beach, triathletes enter a large, fenced-in areas where there are rows and 

rows of bicycles, bicycle shoes, sunglasses, and other biking paraphernalia.  

While the clock is still ticking, the swimmers whip off their bathing caps and 

goggles, strip out of their wetsuits, throw on their biking shirts and shoes 

and helmets, and hop on their bikes and take off.  And 25 miles later, they do 

it all over again, pulling into another fenced-in transition area, parking their 
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bikes in the rack, pulling on a pair of running shoes, and taking off on the 

final leg. 
  

For the first ten or fifteen guys in the lead, the transition area isn’t an issue.  

But you can imagine the chaos of the transition area for the guy who’s in 

55th place – the area is packed, all these guys in various states of undress, 

banging bicycles around – it’s worse than 315 at rush hour.   
  

So, I would be willing to bet that some triathlete, at some triathlon 

somewhere, decided to try to shave several minutes off his time by just 

skipping the transition area completely – simply dashing off the beach, 

pulling on a pair of running shoes, and taking off on his bike with his wetsuit 

still on.  And I also would be willing to bet that there’s nothing in the official 

triathlon rulebook that prohibits a competitor from biking in a wetsuit and 

running shoes.  But I would also be willing to bet that this pioneering 

triathlete didn’t win, because in saving himself some seconds in transition he 

ended up weighing his body down unnecessarily for two-thirds of the race. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The image of a triathlon is a helpful one to keep in mind as we hear this 

morning’s Scripture passage from the twelfth chapter of Hebrews.  Listen to 

God’s Word: 
 

   Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to 

the life of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the 

sin that so easily trips us up.  And let us run with endurance the race God has 

set before us.  Let us do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, the champion who 

initiates and perfects our faith.  Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured 

the cross, disregarding its shame.  Now he is seated in the place of honor 

beside God’s throne. 
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Every now and then in the Bible we find a sports analogy, a place where the 

New Testament writer tries to describe what living the Christian life is like 

by comparing it to sports.  This passage is a classic example. 
  

In chapter eleven of Hebrews, the author answers the question, “What is 

faith?” by citing a veritable Hall of Fame of faithful people from the Old 

Testament – Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, the 

prophets – pointing to these saints as shining examples of what it means to 

live faithfully for God. 
  

And then, in our passage from chapter 12, he puts these Old Testament 

heroes in the stands of a stadium, these former champions comprising the 

crowd that cheers us on as we, too, run the race of faithfulness to God.  And 

the author of Hebrews says that since we have such a large and enthusiastic 

and supportive crowd, “let us run with endurance the race God has set before 

us.” 
  

In other words, he’s saying that the Christian life is like a race.  That to be a 

disciple of Jesus Christ, to choose to live a life of following Jesus, means to 

be a spiritual athlete.  Whenever we watch our favorite sport on TV – 

whether it’s basketball, hockey, baseball, football, rhythmic gymnastics – 

Hebrews is saying to us, “That’s what it’s like to be a Christian.” 
  

This morning I want us to explore this passage by looking at the three 

imperatives, the three invitations, the three times it says, “Let us.” 
 

*   *   * 
  

First, it says, “let us run with endurance the race God has set before us.”  

Do we think of our Christians life as a race?  Ever?  Even remotely?  I don’t 

think so.   

• Because to compete in a race requires commitment. 

• To compete in a race means you are in constant training.   

• To compete in a race means enduring pain for the sake of the prize.   
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• To compete in a race means to push yourself beyond what you think 

you are able to do.   

• To compete in a race means you want to excel. 
 

 

I don’t know if that’s how we think about our Christian lives: commitment, 

training, endurance, pushing ourselves, excelling.  For most of us, being a 

Christian is like sports only in the same way that our kids get those 

“participation trophies”.   

• “Hey, I’ve got a track suit, doesn’t that count?” 

• “Hey, I’m here at the stadium, doesn’t that count?”   

 

No, says Hebrews.  To be a disciple of Christ is to be a runner in a race, 

running hard, running steadily, living the disciplined life of an athlete. 
  

I remember during the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio, I was watching one 

of those velodrome bicycle races and there was an interview with one of the 

American cyclists.  I don’t remember his name, I don’t remember what kind 

of medal he won, but in his post-race interview he said this: 
 

 “Nobody knows the sacrifices I’ve made to get to this moment: the sore 

muscles, all the weights I’ve lifted, how many sit-ups I’ve done.  All for this.” 
 

 

Could we say something like that about our Christian lives?  Is that the way 

we live as Christ’s disciples?  Or are we only warming up?  Or are we sitting 

in the stands?  Or are we out getting a Coke? 
  

Let us run with endurance the race God has set before us.   
 

*   *   * 
  

Second, the author invites us: “Let us strip off every weight that slows us 

down, especially the sin that so easily trips us up.”  And what he has in 

mind is my hypothetical triathlete, the guy who tried to do the biking and 

running with his wetsuit still on. 
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The author is saying, “Look at these Olympic athletes.  Look at the lengths 

they go to gain any little edge, every little advantage.  The swimmers shave 

themselves down, the cyclists where those goofy aerodynamic teardrop 

helmets, the runners wear body suits that are like second skins.  There are no 

rules against swimming in a business suit or playing soccer in work boots or 

high-jumping in loafers – but why in the world would you want to do 

something like that? 
  

In the same way, Hebrews is saying to us, “Why in the world would you 

want to try to live the life of a disciple of Jesus Christ with all these other 

things weighing you down?”   

• Things like a job that is all-consuming.  

• Things like a schedule that has no time for God.   

• Things like our inability to stop spending money on things that in six 

years we’ll end up donating to the Yard Sale.   

 

Interests and commitments and activities that are fine and good in 

themselves, but that clog up our life and distract us from the single most 

important thing in life – living for Jesus. 
  

When I was in college, one summer I worked for a Christian camping 

organization out in California.  We would take high school youth groups out 

for week-long canoe trips and mountain climbing trips.  On one backpacking 

trip, we were hiking in the Sierra Nevadas near Sawtooth Peek.  It was the 

first day of a five-day hike.  And as first days of mountain climbing trips 

always are, it was all uphill.  Four hours in the morning.  An hour lunch 

break.  Three more hours in the afternoon.  And though it was all uphill, the 

last hour was the worst – a series of switchbacks, walking back and forth, 

back and forth, slowly gaining altitude up the steep final ridge. 
  

On the afternoon leg, I was “sweep” – I was the leader in the back, keeping 

an eye on the stragglers.  And about halfway up the switchback, we had a 

serious straggler – a 15-year-old boy named Mike.  When I came up to 
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Mike, he was lying flat on his back, literally flat on top of his backpack like 

a turtle, gasping, looking like he was about to pass out.  Which was really 

surprising, because Mike looked like a normal, healthy, athletic teenager.  It 

had been a long climb, but it shouldn’t have been this taxing to a kid like 

Mike.  Well, after we had checked him out and given him some water and 

food and let him rest, and then got him psyched up to finish the last bit of the 

climb, another leader and I decided to help Mike by carrying some of his 

gear for him.  So we opened up his backpack to divide up his stuff.  And we 

pulled out: 

• A Bible.   Not one of those little pocket New Testaments, but one of 

those big, hard-bound, Baptist Bibles. 

• A hunting knife – not a folding Swiss Army knife, but this 9” hunk of 

steel. 

• A hammer (?) 

• An extra pair of shoes – not sneakers, but a second pair of hiking 

boots. 

• A leather, fleece-lined jacket. 

 

Mike’s problem wasn’t that he had a health issue or that he was out of shape.  

Mike’s problem was that he was carrying too much weight, too much stuff 

that was unnecessary for the trip before him.  And that’s what the author of 

Hebrews is asking us: “If discipleship is a race following the steps of Jesus, 

why do you insist on carrying all this baggage?”   
  

Let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so 

easily trips us up.  
 

*   *   * 
  

Finally, the author invites us: “Let us do this by keeping our eyes on Jesus, 

the champion who initiates and perfects our faith.”  Continuing the racing 

metaphor, Hebrews says that we don’t run the race of Christian discipleship 

on our own, because we have a pacesetter – Jesus Christ.  Jesus is the one 
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who has run this race before us.  Jesus is the one who has set out the course 

for us and invited us to follow in his steps.  Christian discipleship is always 

and only about following the path of Jesus Christ, and so we are to keep our 

eyes on him. 
  

And Jesus is also the one who runs “sweep”.  At the 1992 Barcelona 

Olympics, there was an incredible scene at the end of one of the semi-final 

heats in the men’s 400-meter race.  About 50 meters before the pack reached 

the final turn, one of the runners – Derek Redmond from Britain – pulled up 

lame, he’d snapped a hamstring.  The pack swooshed ahead as Redmond 

limped to a stop, kneeling down.  And the disappointment just overwhelmed 

him -- this was his second Olympics in a row where injury had cut him 

down.  All those years of training, everything lost.   
  

But Redmond was a competitor, so he got up and started skip-limping 

toward the finish line.  By this time, everyone else had finished, the cameras 

were trained on the winner, the judges were packing up their stuff, but here 

Redmond kept coming, limping along.  And just as he reached the top of the 

stretch, out of the stands runs a 50-year-old man, eluding the security guards 

– it was Derek’s father, Jim Redmond.  Jim ran up to his son, slung Derek’s 

arm over his shoulder, and he walked him to the end, to the finish, all the 

way across the line.1 
  

If we are willing to run the race of discipleship, Jesus will perfect us, he will 

complete us, he will finish with us, even if we’re way at the back of the 

pack. 
 

*   *   * 
    

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the 

life of faith: 

• let us strip off every weight that slows us down, 

                                      
1 youtube.com/watch?v=t2G8KVzTwfw 
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• let us run with endurance the race God has set before us 

• let us keep our eyes on Jesus, the champion who initiates and perfects 

our faith.   
  

Friends, God calls us to discipleship – not to be ticket-holders, not to be on 

the pep squad, not to be support staff – but to be competitors, athletes, 

runners “pressing on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly 

prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us” (Philippians 3:14).  

AMEN 
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