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Hebrews 12:1-4 Jesus is the better example

Turn with me in your Bibles to Hebrews 12:1-4. Hebrews 11 has taken us on a journey
through the Old Testament and shown that even the Old Testament saints were saved
by their faith although they did not see the object of their faith. It ended by pointing us
to the object of their faith they didn’t know who is the same object of faith for us who
we do know. Chapter 12 opens by telling us how we should react to those examples of
faith. Are they simply examples to us to follow, or are they more? As exciting as it is to
read their stories and be challenged by their example of faith, what we are pointed to in
this passage is to look at the object of their faith and our faith as our example - Jesus.
Jesus is the better example of who we should pattern our life after. The one who gives
us a new life of faith is the example for us to follow in our faith. Let’s read these
verses in Hebrews 12:1-4 that point us to Jesus as our best example. Therefore, since
we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight,
and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before
us, 2looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was
set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand
of the throne of God.’ Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against
himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. *In your struggle against sin
you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.

This passage opens by connecting us to the reason why that list of those who lived by
faith is important. It does this by comparing their lives and ours to a race that we are in.
And as the first verse opens, it tells us that in this race of life, we are being cheered on
in the race. Verse 1 says, Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of
witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us
run with endurance the race that is set before us... Just like all those people of faith who
came before us, we are all given one life to do something with, one complete race to run
with a start and a finish. For most of us that race will be a distance race, like a 42 km
marathon or an ultra marathan, 2 or 3 times longer. But all of us are given this race and
like all those who come before us at some point it will come to an end. The question that
those examples of faith in chapter 11 then raise for us to answer based on their lives is
“how should we run this race?” How should the race be run, how should our lives be
lived? The answer is the same one given by the lives of those who went before us - by
faith. What does it mean to live this life of faith? It starts with recognizing that we are
actually in a race. If you are on a leisurely walk, you probably carry a bag. You might not
even think that much about what shoes you are wearing if it is the type of walk that just
gets you from one point to another very close point down the street. But in a marathon
or an ultra-marathon the thought process is very different. Every bit of extra weight you
carry makes your pace that much slower and tires you out that much quicker.
Remember that this entire passage is connected back to Hebrews 10:39 which says, 39
But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith
and preserve their souls. Then comes chapter 11 with examples of that faith. And now,
the writer of Hebrews is telling us that running the race of life by faith in a way that
does not shrink back works the same way as a long race. There are things that need to
be eliminated from our life in order to live by faith. First we are told to lay aside every
weight. Sin is mentioned separately, so these are not necessarily bad things. They are
things that distract us from the best thing, Jesus. This might be the job that keeps you
out of church on a regular basis. It might be the family ties that keep you from obeying
God’s call on your life to missions work or full time Christian ministry. It might be the



fear that keeps you from sharing your faith with someone when the opportunity
presents itself or from inviting someone to church. It might be friends that are not good
for you. It may be social media that consumes too much of your time or hobbies that
become consuming, or sports or really anything that begins to keep us from focusing on
living our life by faith and for Christ. But there is the second category of what should be
removed from our lives for a life of faith, sin which clings so closely...

This is really a great description of sin. It can be addictive and difficult to overcome. It
does indeed, cling closely and tightly to our lives many time. So what is the solution to
the problem of sin? It is that process of sanctification that we talked about several
weeks ago, that Jesus Christ provides full and ongoing sanctification. That ongoing
sanctification, that process of continuing to grow in holiness and Christlikeness is what
leads to freeing our lives of sin. Ephesians 4:22-24 describes the process like this. 22 to
put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through
deceitful desires, 23 and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, 24 and to put on the
new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. It is a
process of putting off the old sin nature that was crucified on the cross with Jesus, and
putting on the new creation life that we are given in Jesus Christ. If we attempt to
remove sin without replacing it with something that leads to holiness then the sin will
return. So, we fight the urge to sin with a spiritual discipline such as prayer, Bible
reading, worship- anything that does battle with Satan for our soul. That is the fight we
must wage against sin in order to live by faith and run the race of life that God calls us
to. Removing those things from our lives allows us to live the life of faith with endurance
in the same way as the great cloud of witnesses from Hebrews 11 who have run the
race before us and now cheer us on.

If you are a serious runner in a race, you are not looking backward at who is behind you,
you are looking forward at who you are trying to catch in the race in order to move
ahead towards the finish line. And the race we run by faith is the same. The point of
Hebrews 11 was not simply look at these great examples of faith and follow their
examples. The point is to look at their faith and see the one who their faith was looking
forward to, Jesus Christ. He is who we look to and keep our eyes on in this race a life.
He is the Lead Runner who we should focus on for a clear example to follow of how to
run this race of life. Look at verse 2, *looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame,
and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Now, we need to be careful when
we start talking about Jesus as our example, because he is much more than that. The
atonement he provides for us on the cross is not just one that set an example of
sacrifice, it is one that provided an actual sacrifice for our sin when he became our
substitute and took our sin on himself. So, Jesus is far more than an example, but he is
also not less than an example either. So, we are told to be ...looking to Jesus... This
word “looking” is more than just a glance, this is an undistracted focus on one particular
object. That object is the person of Jesus Christ. Of course, we aren’t looking at his
physical form, we are looking at who he is which is wrapped up in what he did for us
because of who he is.

And who is Jesus? He is the founder and perfector of our faith. What does this mean?
There are several different ways that this word, founder, could be understood and
translated - founder, trailblazer, pioneer, champion even. But he also pairs it with,
perfector, the one who will ultimately complete our faith. Dr. Tom Schreiner in his



commentary says, “both words should be read together so the verse teaches both that
Jesus is the exemplar of faith and that he also initiates and completes the faith of
believers.” Jesus is the active agent in working out of our faith. It is his sacrifice that
makes our faith possible. He endured the cross for us. Why is Jesus’s work on the cross
necessary to our faith? It is because our sin has separated us from God, and we needed
someone who could restore that relationship so we could trust in God, and live by faith
in him. In our sin, we were not trusting in God or living a life characterized by faith in
Him. Romans 8:7-8 says, For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it
does not submit to God's law; indeed, it cannot. 8 Those who are in the flesh cannot
please God. Without faith in Jesus Christ, this is the condition of our lives. We are
literally running the race of life in the wrong direction! God being God, the Sovereign
God of the universe who created all things including us, has the right to determine how
we should live our lives. That is the life of faith that characterized the people of God in
the Old Testament and should characterize us as the people of God now. But our sin
has actually turned us against God, we are hostile to him. We do not submit to him...we
cannot please him. So we are left with a very real problem - the need to honor God and
obey him as our creator and no way to do that. We are totally depraved in our sin,
completely unable to obey and honor God. But faith in Jesus Christ changes our
situation completely! Because of Christ’s death on the cross, where he took our sin on
himself, we are given new life that can follow him in this race of life. We see this
described in Colossians 2:13-14 And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all
our trespasses, 14 by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal
demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. This new life that we are given in
Jesus Christ is the life of faith. It is given to us when we repent of our sin by admitting
that we are sinners and trust in his work that he has accomplished on the cross to pay
for our sin. This faith that we have in Jesus Christ can then be lived out in our lives.

But there is one more really important idea that is clear in this verse. Jesus wanted to
die for you. God willingly sent his son to die out of his love for you as his created being.
John 3:16 says, 16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. This love for the people he
created and chose as his own was seen in God the Son, the second person of the
Trinity, Jesus Christ finding joy in the shame and suffering of the cross. Notice verse 2
says Jesus went to the cross for the joy that was set before him. Was the human Jesus
just a glutton for pain and punishment. No, he fully experienced the human pain of the
cross and the shame of crucifixion, but he despised the shame... his joy at saving his
people was far greater than the shame and suffering of the cross. The next time you
start feeling sorry for yourself or the temptation of sin feels too great to bear, think of
this truth: Jesus took joy in securing your salvation. The fact that you are God’s child,
and his brother in the family of God brings joy to him. He is not against you, and will
never fail you. He went to the cross to make this life of faith possible, and in your
darkest time, he will never let you fall away or fall out of this race of faith that you are
on. You may stumble, you may slow down, you may doubt, you may fear as did many of
those listed in Hebrews 11. But Romans 8:38-39 assures us, 38 For | am sure that
neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor
powers, 39 nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. This is the point of all the
teaching in Hebrews on Jesus being our Hight Priest. The fact that he is now seated at



the right hand of the throne of God, interceding to God on our behalf in the High
Priestly role means that | can run this life by faith in him, certain of the outcome.

But this race is not easy. As any long race, it will be painful, stressful, full of unknown
and unexpected dangers and pitfalls. But Jesus who saved us has given us the example
of how to run. Remember that we began seeing that in order to run the race we needed
to do it by leaving behind the weight of sin and the distractions of the world and focus
on Jesus. We follow his example of how to do that. Look at verses 3-4. °Consider him
who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow
weary or fainthearted. *In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the
point of shedding your blood. Keeping our eyes on Jesus and the cross, considering him,
forces us to think about what he went through for us...to save us. What is it that we are
being asked to endure in this life of faith? Is it anything that is greater than what Jesus
himself went through? People hated him, mistreated him, ultimately nailed him to a cross
and watched him die, because he was obedient to God the Father. That example should
cause us to press on, to keep going, to not quit in the face of pressure, anger, pain,
suffering, rejection and mistreatment for living the life of faith that we live. For most of
us though, the greatest thing that will derail our faith is not circumstances or people, it
is our own sin. That’s why the writer of Hebrews opened up with it.

To run the race of life, we need to rid ourselves of sin through progressive
sanctification, the process of growing in holiness and Christlikeness. Again our example
in this is Jesus. Now, he never sinned, but | want to remind you again of what Hebrews
4:15 says.For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our
weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.
What was the final outcome of Jesus resisting sin? His own death. As a human, there
was the temptation for him to reject the will of God the Father. In fact, he prayed before
his crucifixion in Luke 22:42, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.
Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” He did God’s will and went to the cross.
And the question that leaves for us is how hard have we resisted sin in our lives? How
desperately do we want the sin that clings so closely out of our lives? The writer of
Hebrews reminds us no matter how much we have fought against that sin, *In [our]
struggle against sin [we] have not yet resisted to the point of shedding [our] blood.
Jesus was willing to die to atone for our sins. What are we willing to do to now to see
that sin removed from our life completely? The reason sin is not conquered and removed
from our life is because we don’t take it as seriously as the Bible takes it or Jesus takes
it. | can’t help but think that the writer of Hebrews may have Jesus’s own words in mind
from Matthew 5:29... 29 If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it
away. For it is better that you lose one of your members than that your whole body be
thrown into hell. This is serious suffering to remove sin from our lives, because sin is a
serious and deadly problem. But Jesus who was willing to suffer everything to free us
from this sin, gave us the example on the cross, so we could win at the race of life and
be welcomed by him into that great cloud of witnesses in eternal glory. Let’s pray.



