
 
 

 

THE HIGHEST STAKES, 
THE HIGHEST CALL 

Hebrews 12: 1-4 
 

 
The Bible uses a number of metaphors in describing the 

Christian life.  Jesus tells us that we are salt and light in a world of 
dullness and darkness.  Peter writes that we are as living stones.  
Paul writes that we should endure hardness as a good soldier of 
Jesus Christ, as well as commanding us to put on the whole armor 
of God.  He also compares the believers’ life to a boxing match, 
and said that he did not fight as one who beats the air.  When Paul 
swung at the devil he didn’t miss. He always landed that punch 
and sent Satan sprawling backwards!  And, Paul also describes 
the believer as one who is a slave to Christ.  So, as followers of 
Jesus we are salt and light and soldiers and slaves.  And we learn 
much from these pictures of the life of faith in Jesus.   

There is another metaphor that we see today from the book of 
Hebrews that I want us to examine.  And that is, we are runners in 
a race.  Hebrews 12:1 says.  God says that He has set before 
each one of us a race that we are to run.  So let me describe this 
race for you.  Your race is not against anyone else; you are not in 
competition with anyone.  Your race is simply the plan for your life 
that God ordained before you were ever born.  David writes in Ps. 
139 that God wrote a plan in a book for every day of our lives 
before we lived a single one of them (Ps. 139:16).  And beloved, 
that plan will incorporate two things.  It will influence lost souls to 
be saved and it will influence saved souls to be sanctified.  Did 
you get that?  Whatever the specifics may be, God’s plan for your 
race of life is that you influence lost souls to be saved and that you 
influence saved souls to be sanctified.    
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Beloved, I could never express to you how critical it is for 
those who name the name of Jesus to get in their race and run it 
with endurance to the end.  It is without question the highest call of 
your life.  And it is the highest call because it is for the highest 
stakes.  Never in our lifetimes has the hour been as dark as it is 
right now.  Never has there been as much pain and suffering all 
around.  Never has there been as much open rebellion against 
God, with sin running rampant and followers of Christ being 
persecuted and even killed.  And never in history have there been 
so many who are perishing and plunging into Hell.  Looking ahead 
with human eyes, the challenges of life that our children and 
grandchildren face are frightening.  And were it not for the 
promises in God’s Word of our final victory we all have little reason 
for anything but despair.  So today I want us to learn how God 
says that we are to go about running this all-important race and so 
be able to fulfill the words of Paul in 1 Cor. 9:24, when he said, 
“Run in a such a way that you may win”.   

So as we begin our study let’s go back to Hebrews 12:1 
again.  The writer says that we’ve been surrounded by a great 
cloud of witnesses.  Now, most you know that he is talking about 
all of the saints that he writes about in ch. 11, which has come to 
be called the Hall of Fame of Faith.  Noah, Abraham, Gideon, 
Joshua, David, Daniel, and numerous others.  Every one of these 
old patriarchs had a race to run, every one of them ran it for the 
glory of God, and every one of them won.  And the writer is not 
saying that these saints are sitting around on the clouds peering 
down upon us as we live our Christian lives, cheering us on, but 
rather their lives are witnesses, or testimonies, of the power of 
God that gave them victory over the greatest of challenges and 
the greatest of enemies.  And he is saying that we are to look 
back, reflect upon their faith, be inspired by their faith, and then go 
out and run our race with endurance and win it, too.  And the key 
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word is endurance.  “Let us run with endurance the race that is 
set before us”.  Never quit.  Run until the very end.  Paul testified 
at the end of his life, “If fought the good fight, I have finished the 
race, I have kept faith (2 Tim. 4:7). 

Look at what God said about Moses in Heb. 11:27, “By faith 
he forsook Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured 
as seeing Him who is invisible”.  Until the day that Moses died at 
120 he was faithful in his calling as a prophet of God.  Look again 
what the writer says about Jesus in 12:2.  Jesus endured the 
cross; He did not bail despite the shame and agony He suffered 
there.  And in v. 3 he said that Jesus endured hostility of sinners 
against Himself.   

Beloved, God is looking for men, women, teenagers, and 
even children who will endure!  Who will not drop out of their race 
on a whim and jump back in on the next whim.  Who let everything 
under the sun take priority above staying in their race.  But that is 
exactly the sad situation of the church in America today.  The 
church has more professing Christians out of the race than in.  
More that are AWOL than are fighting.  More that are slacking 
than are serving.   

And what makes the situation even sadder is that many 
believers don’t seem to even want to win their race.  Because, 
beloved, the race God calls us to run is not a stroll in the park.  It 
is not a leisurely jog, not a 1K walk and/or run in which you don’t 
even break a sweat.  The word for “race” here is the Greek word 
from which we get our word “agony”.  The race that God has 
called you to run is strenuous, it is grueling at times, and the 
fainthearted never finish.  And so many who start their race for 
Jesus just say, “I’m not into such a grueling thing.  I’m just 
dropping out.  But so what?  So what if I lose my race?  I’m still 
going to Heaven”.  Can you imagine any track team member, or 
any other athlete at Alabama putting on a ‘Bama jersey with such 
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an attitude?  “So what if I lose?  I’ve still got my scholarship”.  And 
friends, if you are a true follower of Christ, thoughts of losing your 
Christian race should break your heart! 

Does losing your race break your heart?  Well, if it does, in 
our text God shows you what to do lest you drop out of your race 
and lose before the end.  First of all He says that you are to stare 
upon Jesus.  Look back at v. 2.  “Looking unto Jesus”.  And the 
literal meaning is that we are to “turn our eyes away from other 
things and fix them on Jesus”.  Now, beloved, the first part of that 
definition is critical.  We can’t keep our eyes fixed upon Jesus if 
they are constantly wandering to something else.  That’s why the 
writer says in v. 1 that we are to lay aside every weight and the sin 
which so easily ensnares us.   

Do you remember what we said about God having a 
preordained plan for every day of our lives?  Well, that’s absolutely 
true from God’s perspective.  This very day, May 25, 2014, God 
has a plan written down in Heaven for your life.  But from your 
perspective it is different.  Think of it this way.  Every day that you 
wake up in the morning you have a blank page before you, and 
you are the one who fills it up with activities.  If you are not retired 
a large block of this page automatically goes to your job.  If you 
have other responsibilities it is the same.  But every single one of 
us has a measure of time that is our own to do with as we please.  
We may say that we don’t have this unobligated time, or that we 
don’t have much of it, but the truth is most of us have much more 
than we think.  For many things we call obligations are actually 
activities that we choose because we enjoy them.     

And so every day or most every day we all have this empty 
block of time that is our own, to do with as we please.  And that’s 
where the weights of our lives come in.  Weights are not sinful 
things, but just cumbersome things.  Things that take up time and 
energy that God would have us use to in winning our race, in 
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influencing the lost to be saved and the saved to be sanctified.  
And let me tell you, as harmless as they may seem, they do make 
a difference. 

A number of years ago an Olympic gold medal winner in the 
100 meters came to the United States to run in an invitational 
track meet.  At that time he was considered the world’s fastest 
human being.  But in this meet he wasn’t the fastest by a long 
shot.  He not only did not win the 100 meter race, he got put out in 
his preliminary heat.  He did not even qualify.  And in an interview 
following he admitted the reason.  He had trained too little and 
eaten too much, and he was overweight (MacArthur, Hebrews, p. 
375).  And he went from champ to chump in no time.  And 
beloved, spiritual weights will do the same thing! 

Now, what are some weights that we need to beware of 
encumbering ourselves with?  There are many.  Hobbies are 
certainly one.  Television and internet others, as are kids and 
grandkids.  One great grandmother told me this week that her 
daughter spends almost 12 months a year following her 
grandchildren around playing ball.  And she said intimated to me 
that her daughter and family needed to adjust their priorities. 

And here’s one that might surprise you – church work.  Just 
as Jesus’ accused the Pharisees, sometimes we can get all 
wrapped up in painting a wall or hanging a picture or even 
teaching a lesson or singing a solo – we get wrapped up in these 
good things and we neglect the weightier matters of the law – 
justice, mercy, and faith (Matt. 23:23).  And when this happens, 
good things turn out to be bad things, because they weigh us 
down from doing the best things, influencing the lost to be saved 
and the saved to be sanctified.  So I ask you, how do you fill up 
the blank page that God gives you every day?  Is the majority of 
the time that is all your own dedicated to weights, or is it dedicated 
to fixing your eyes upon Jesus and His Word?    



6 
 

But God says that we must just not turn our eyes away from 
weights, but also from the sin that so easily ensnares us.  
Beloved, never forget, sin separates from God!  It separates from 
the peace of God and the power of God.  And we can lose God’s 
peace and power in a split second if our eyes are not firmly fixed 
on Jesus.  That the nature of sin. 

Last summer Janice and I purchased a nice little used Honda 
Civic.  And you know how it is when you get under the wheel of a 
car that’s new to you for the first time.   You are checking it out as 
closely as you can.  Well, I remember the first time that I got our 
new Honda out on the interstate heading into town.  I was looking 
at this and that all over the dash, thinking about how good that 
little car seemed to be riding, and all of a sudden I looked down at 
the speedometer and I was sinning, doing 80 mph.  I couldn’t 
believe it.  But if I had been pulled over I would have just pleaded 
guilty and added, “Officer, I didn’t plan to do it.  It just happened”.  
And he would have said, “Sir, I didn’t plan to write you a ticket 
today.  It just happened”.   

Friends, sin can just happen before you know it!  An ignored 
need, a lustful glance, a prideful thought, an unkind remark, a 
selfish purchase.  You mean it’s a sin to by myself a new dress, or 
a new fishing rod?  It sure is, when you’re using tithe money, 
God’s money, to do it with.  Or even when you’re not, if God says 
to use that money for some holy purpose.  But beloved, here’s 
what’s most grieving to God about our sin.  When many of us sin 
we refuse to repent.  Some of us know that our dirty mouth is 
sinful to God, but the nasty words keep flowing and the gossiping 
tongue keeps wagging.  Some of us know that what we watch on 
TV is sinful, but we refuse to give it up.  And we could go on and 
on.  But unless we turn our eyes away from our sin, we’ll never 
turn them toward Jesus, we’ll remain in a backslidden condition, 
miserable and of very little use to God, and we won’t win our race. 
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But let me share with you quickly what happens in your life 
when you do fix your eyes upon Jesus.  When you have a frozen 
stare upon Him that refuses to be distracted.  First of all you will 
find that Jesus is the perfect Provider for your race.  Look back at 
v. 2.  The writer says that Jesus endured the cross, despised the 
shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  
And that signified that salvation’s work was done, complete, 
finished.  And when you keep your eyes fixed upon Jesus’ perfect 
sacrifice for your sins the Holy Spirit will cry out to you, “Jesus is 
enough!  All is well with your soul!”   

But there are some who may think, “Is my faith strong 
enough?”  Well, the writer also says that Jesus is the author of our 
faith, which means that it was Jesus Himself who laid the 
foundation of our faith in our hearts .  And he says that Jesus is 
the finisher of our faith, which means that He will see to it that our 
faith lasts until the end.  And beloved, you can be sure that the 
faith that Jesus implants and that Jesus sustains is sufficient faith 
to enable you to run your race with endurance.  But we must get 
our eyes off of ourselves and our weaknesses and keep our eyes 
fixed on Jesus and His perfect strength.   

But we must fix our eyes on Jesus not only as our Provider, 
but also as our Pattern.  Look at v. 3 again (“For consider Him 
who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, lest you 
become weary and faint in your minds”).  Beloved, when you think 
that the going is getting tough in trying to hang in there with your 
faith, and that you just don’t think you can keep on being faithful 
any longer, then just consider Jesus.  Consider what Jesus went 
through on His way to the cross. Consider the mocking, consider 
the shame, consider the pain.  Consider that the sins of the whole 
world were upon His shoulders.  Oh, never has anyone ever 
endured so much to run His race as Jesus.  But Jesus won, and 
Jesus lives in you if you are saved, and God says, “Fix your eyes 
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on my Son as your Pattern.  Let His endurance be your example, 
trust Me, and I’ll provide you with all you need to win your race”.  
So beloved, God says that to win the high stakes race He’s called 
us to run, we must, we must, stare upon Jesus.  

But there is something else that God says we must do in this 
race we’re called to run.  Not only must we stare upon Jesus, but 
we must also strive against sin.  Look again at v. 4.  Now, 
beloved, here the metaphor changes from a race to a fight.  One 
commentator calls it a boxing match (Rienecker).  But it’s more 
like a back alley brawl.  No gloves, no rules, and the blood flows.  
Beloved, that is the attitude that you and I are to have against sin.  
We are to hate it and fight against it with all of our power.  First we 
are to fight against it in our own lives.  Every day the sun comes 
up we are to reckon ourselves dead unto sin and alive unto Jesus 
Christ our Lord, and not let sin reign in our mortal bodies, Romans 
6: 11-12.  And Paul says that if we present ourselves to God every 
day by faith sin won’t reign in us, because we are not under law, 
but under grace (Rom. 6: 14).  And if we are to win the race of life 
we must begin with the fight against personal sin.  

But I want to talk to you about another type of sin that we 
must strive against, and that is corporate sin.  And by this I mean 
the sin of the church.  Beloved, just as Israel sinned as God’s 
people before Christ was born, so has the church sinned against 
Him greatly since He died, rose, and ascended into Heaven.  We 
do not have time to speak of this at length.  But just as Jesus 
called the churches in Revelation to repentance so is He crying 
out to the churches of America, “Repent, lest I come and remove 
the candlestick from your midst” (Rev. 2:5), lest I take away your 
witness or you die completely.  And beloved, that is a chilling 
thought.  But it is happening all over this nation.  Just this week I 
read where we’ve won less people to Christ in the SBC than we’ve 
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won since 1948.   And our denominational leaders are crying out 
for us to wake up lest we stagnate and shrink more and more. 

But I want to address a third kind of sin that we must strive 
against for a few moments, and that is national sin.  Beloved, for 
a number years now the church of Jesus in America has been 
fiddling while Rome has burned.  It is almost breathtaking to see 
the sin that has spewed forth from the pits of hell into every corner 
of our culture.  But nowhere do we see this more evident that in 
the area of sexual perversion.  The Bible plainly says in Heb. 13:4, 
“Marriage is honorable among all and the bed undefiled, but 
fornicators and adulterers God will judge”.  Fornicators are 
unmarried people who engage in sexual relations, and adultery 
refers to married people.  And Paul writes that neither fornicators 
nor adulterers will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9-10).  But 
some researchers now say that 3 out of 4 women ages 15-44 
have lived in adultery or fornication by the time they are 30.  Some 
are now calling this the “new normal”.  And one professor at the 
University of Michigan-Ann Arbor commented, “The question 
becomes not who cohabits, but who doesn’t?”   

And how has the church responded to this trend?  Basically, 
we’ve failed to call sin, sin.  We’ve remained silent, shown little or 
no displeasure, and certainly not strived against it as the Bible 
says, and so those living in sexual immorality don’t think it is a big 
deal.  Now, one reason that many of us remain silent is because 
we don’t want to offend anyone, or because we believe we can’t 
pull the splinter out of someone else’s eye if there’s a log in our 
own eye.  But beloved, to remain silent and fail to strive against 
this sin is really the most unloving thing you can do to someone 
living in it.  For unless they repent they will perish eternally in hell.  
And we must love them enough to warn them of the tragic 
consequences of this sin.    
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But there is another sexual sin that is also sweeping the 
country like a prairie wildfire, and we all know what it is – the sin of 
homosexuality.  In the last ten days Oregon and Pennsylvania 
have joined the ranks of the gay-friendly marriages states, and the 
total is now up to eighteen.  I stumbled upon a pro gay website 
this week, and they are saying that it is possible that the Supreme 
Court could rule as early as next year in favor of nationwide 
homosexual marriage.  As most of you know, the momentum for 
this was boosted greatly when the Supreme Court struck down the 
Defense of Marriage Act last year.  And at the forefront with the 
applause was President Barak Obama. USA Today reported that 
he called it a victory for all Americans. After the ruling he called 
one of the plaintiffs and said, “We’re proud of you guys”.  And 
another of the plaintiffs told Mr. Obama, “I think your coming out 
for us made such a difference”.  

Well, friends, Mr. Obama was wrong.  It was not a victory for 
all Americans; it was a sad defeat for all Americans.  For what the 
Word of God says about heterosexual sin it also says about 
homosexuality.  Homosexuals do not inherit the kingdom of God.  
Homosexuality was part of the downfall of Sodom and Gomorrah.  
It is condemned by Paul in Romans one as being the ultimate 
indicator of God giving up someone to their sin.  Just this week a 
prominent Italian historian stated that the Roman Empire 
collapsed because of a “contagion of homosexuality and 
effeminacy”.  And America is fast following in the footsteps of 
Sodom.  And one day soon it may be a hate crime for me to call 
homosexuality a sin from this pulpit, and it may be a hate crime for 
you to seek political office and be anti-gay, or to support someone 
who is.   

But beloved, by God’s grace you and I must strive against this 
sin, and we will strive against this sin.  We will we will forget about 
party affiliation and vote out of office those who promote the 
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homosexual agenda, and vote into office those who will fight for 
our Christian moral values.  We will speak out against 
homosexuality as a sin that God hates, but we will reach out in 
love to the homosexual and share Christ with them, for our sins 
are just as filthy as homosexuality in the sight of God.  And God 
still loved us and forgave us from them by the blood of His Son on 
the cross.  And if you are here this morning as a homosexual, I do 
not condemn you and God does not condemn you, and I plead 
with you to come to Jesus and let Him forgive you, make you His 
child, and change your life forever. 

So as we close, I have three questions that I want to ask.  
First, have you entered the race?  Have you ever trusted Jesus 
Christ as your Savior and Lord.  Secondly, are you still in the 
race?  Or have you dropped out, watching as others run for the 
kingdom, and fight against sin?  Third, if you are still in the race, 
are you winning the race?  Or have you taken your eyes off 
Jesus, and now are gasping for breath and falling behind.  If you 
can’t answer “yes” to all three questions, the answer is simple, 
“Look to Jesus”! 

 
 


