
City On a Hill Session 6: Hebrews 12:1-2




         COVID-19 EDITION 

SESSION OBJECTIVE: HEBREW 12:1-2 
To understand what true hope looks like in otherwise hopeless times.


Setting the Right Pace 
One of my favorite stories of all time is about a man named Cliff Young. In 1983 in Sydney, Australia, they held 
the Ultramarathon, a race that began in Sydney and went all the way to Melbourne. I’m a pretty big fan of the 
world “Ultra.” I just feel like it’s a strong modifying word. Like, if something is the “ultra” version, it better be 

substantially greater than the non-ultra version. Can we agree on that? So you have the regular marathon, 26 
miles long. How long, then, is the “ultra” version of the marathon?


543.7 miles. You read that right.


So in 1983, the Sydney Ultramarathon was held, runners from all over the world showed up to this thing and 
one man comes up to the registration booth, a 61-year old potato farmer and sheep herder named Cliff 
Young. Absolutely no one takes him seriously, but he is able to make it through registration, and he lines up as 
the race is about to begin in the midst of a bunch of seasoned athletes in their fancy shoes. He’s wearing 
overalls and farming boots. The gun goes off, the race begins, and immediately Cliff stands out, but not in a 
good way. All of the other runners were trained runners, but not Cliff. Cliff has this weird, almost off-balance 
sort of shuffle. His unorthodox style brought even more mocking and laughter from the crowds there. By the 
end of day 1, he was in dead last place and not even close to another runner. It took 5 days, 15 hours, and 4 
minutes for Cliff to finish the Sydney Ultramarathon, and not only did he finish it, he won it. And not only did 
he win it, he won it by over 9 hours. He set the ultramarathon world record. 


Life Bible Study 1



City On a Hill Session 6: Hebrews 12:1-2

Cliff was not the fastest runner, nor was he the most athletic runner, and he was far from the youngest runner. 
What won the race was his pace. You see, nobody told Cliff how to run an ultramarathon. Runners would train 
to run for around 18 hours straight, and then sleep for 5-6 hours, and then get up and do it all over again. Cliff, 
on the other hand, just assumed an ultramarathon was like any other race; you don’t stop running until the 
race is over. So he set a pace, and began running with his strange shuffle, and he did so for 5 days, and 14 
hours, and 4 minutes without sleeping. His method (now referred to as, “the Young Shuffle”) and his lack of 
sleep revolutionized the sport. No one sleeps anymore.


Pace is important. We are entering the 6th week of the COVID-19 Pandemic, and while it looks like the end is 
nearing, we still have some uncertainty about when this will all be over. One of the things I have learned during 
this pandemic is that in order to feel some sense of normality and remain productive and yet grounded, pace 
matters. This morning, we will look at a text about running a race, and ask ourselves whether or not we have 
set the right pace, and whether or not we have our eyes on the right finish line.


The Great Race 
Hebrews 12, when you boil it down to its very core meaning, is really found in verse 1 in the phrase, “let us run 
the race.” In the original language, the verb is something called a hortatory subjunctive. It carries the force of 
an imperative but is somewhat pastoral in that the author includes himself in the command. And the kind of 
race in mind is important as well. This is not a sprint! The Greek word for “race” here is ἀγών, and it means 
something like, “a struggle.” It’s the Greek word from which we get our English word, “agony.” This is an 
agonizing race! It isn’t quick, but one that requires a great deal of struggle. The idea of, “endurance,” is also 
presented here, and it is a fascinating word as well. It’s the Greek word ὑπομονή, which is actually a 
combination of two Greek words: ὑπο, which means “under,” and the Greek verb μένω, which means, “to 
remain.” Literally translated, it means, “to remain under.” It connotes the idea of something pushing down on 
you, and you remaining under the pressure of it. The race is agonizing and yet you stand under its pressure! 
Running the race is the aim, but how are we to ensure our success? The passage indicates three ways listed 
below.


LISTEN TO THE CROWDS CHEER 
The first part of verse 1 says, “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us.” It’s 
cheesy, but I always love to ask, “What’s the therefore there for?” This is one of those passages that I think is 
pretty often misunderstood. Who are these witnesses? The “therefore” answers this question. “Therefore” 
begins a statement in light of what has just been said (or in this case, written). What came right before chapter 
12? Chapter 11! Chapter 11 is often referred to as, “The Great Roll Call of Faith.” Both well-known and also 
no-named heroes of the faith are discussed in chapter 11, but verse 39 tells us, “though commended through 
their faith, did not receive what was promised.” They didn’t hit the mark! They didn’t reach the goal! But their 
example of faithfulness in spite of not reaching the destination is a witness to us of what true faithfulness 
looks like! So in one sense, the crowd is watching us run the race, but in another sense, we are the ones 
looking to the crowd. They tell us something about what faith looks like.


SHED THE WEIGHT 
The next phrase in verse 1 says, “Let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily 
entangles us.” The whole concept of a race echoes the language of the athletes of the coliseum. For the 
runners of these great marathons, they would enter the arena in these ornately decorated robes that would go 
down to their feet. However, when it came time to run the race, they would strip off the robe and any extra 
articles of clothing that were unnecessary so as to not be, “entangled” by them while running. 
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The author of Hebrews is borrowing this language and applying it to the faith. The message is simple: In order 
to effectively run the race of faith, strip off any of the non-essential things that could trip you up. Jobs that 
interfere with your spiritual walk? Potential love interests that are unequally yoked? Lose them. Any habitual 
sin you’ve given yourself to? Lose it. All of these things seek to trip you up and keep you from the destination 
God is calling you to. You can either lay those things aside, or they will lay you out.


FOCUS ON THE FINISHER 
Finally, verse 2 says, “Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before 
Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.” In a 
race, you are often told to focus on the finish line. In the Christian race, we don’t focus on the finish line as 
much as we focus on the Finisher. The notion of, “fixing our eyes,” in the original language indicates more 
than merely looking, but intensely gazing upon something. Yet again, the author employs the Greek word 
ὑπομονή, this time to describe the action of Jesus, who “endured the cross.” We stand under the pressure of 
the race; Jesus stood under the pressure of God’s wrath against sin on the cross. 


There is a great principle at play here: Jesus never expects us to do something He’s never done. The Apostle 
Paul writes in Philippians 2:5-8, “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, 
though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, 
by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.” Jesus became like us in 
order to accomplish what we could never accomplish, and thus He finishes the race we could never finish on 
our own. This is why all of those faithful people in chapter 11 couldn’t finish either. Jesus is the only One who 
could, and He did. Now, as we run this impossible, agonizing race, we focus on Him who has already won.


Applying the Text 
The current arrangements of our world have knocked pretty much everyone out of their routine, and this is 
both good and bad. It’s good because our routines are seldom without problems. It’s bad because we rarely 
develop new routines immediately after change has occurred. There are two major tendencies that we can fall 
into if we are not careful. 


INSTEAD OF PACING YOURSELF, YOU SPRINT 
This is what I am most guilty of. With such freedom in the afternoons, I feel a great deal of urgency to try and 
accomplish as many things as I can, sometimes to the fault of missing out on just spending quality time with 
my family. I am very oriented around productivity, and since I am only working half days right now in the office, 
I have a lot of free(ish) time to get things done around the house. I come into the office early in the morning 
and leave at 12:15 so my wife can go to work in the afternoon. We are homeschooling our children right now, 
but by the time I get home, there is usually nothing left to do for the day (which means a lot of recess). My 
tendency is to want to sprint, rather than setting a pace and planning for home improvement little by little 
each day. The downfall of this mindset is that I lose moments to just sit and be with my kids. I have to slow 
down, and pace myself in every facet of life.


INSTEAD OF PACING YOURSELF, YOU STOP 
The other trap we can fall into is the exact opposite of the one above that I just mentioned. Rather than setting 
a good pace, we just stop all together. The world shuts down? Why not follow suit? The problems here are 
equally damaging. Personal productivity shuts down, spiritual practices shut down, and as we miss out on 

Life Bible Study 3



City On a Hill Session 6: Hebrews 12:1-2

objectives that should be important to us, we develop shame for dropping the ball. It’s a compounding effect 
that punishes, more and more. 


Practically speaking, pacing yourself means setting up a routine for your days. Get dressed for virtual church 
on Sunday mornings. Set aside personal time for projects that you have been putting off. Set aside time for 
Bible study each day. A steady pace, as awkward as it may look and feel, wins ultramarathons (cheers, Cliff!). 
And remember, the real race is not enduring the coronavirus pandemic. The real race is enduring the struggles 
that come with following Jesus, and fixing our eyes upon Him.


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read Hebrews 1. What is the main thrust of this passage? (Hint: See above notes)

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Who are the great cloud of witnesses, and why? Read Hebrews 11 and write down all of the names given, 

and circle the names you are not familiar with.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 
1. What kind of entanglements would a runner of a race have in the ancient games? (Hint: See above notes) 

What kind of entanglements are potential threats to your faith?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Hebrews 12:2. What is the main crux of this verse? Write it down in your own words.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. What does it mean that Jesus is the, “Author and Perfecter of faith?”

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Philippians 2:5-8. What attitude are we to have among ourselves? What did Christ do to exemplify 
such humility? 


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Four 
1. What does it mean that Jesus is at the right hand of the throne of God? Find one other verse that uses 

this (or similar) verbiage.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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2. In your opinion, why do you suppose Christianity is likened to a race in this passage? What does that say 
about living the Christian life?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Week 6 Discussion: Paced Routines 
It’s difficult to maintain normality when you are sheltering in place. Store runs are weird, no eating out at 
restaurants (at least we have take out!), nothing seems normal. When normality goes, typically our good 
routines go as well. Talk as a group about the value of routines in every aspect of your life, and how they help 
you overcome not only the marathon of this pandemic, but the ultimate marathon of faith.


1. Icebreaker: Are you a routine-oriented person? Why or why not?

2. What new routines will you put in place to accomplish some goals in or around your home?

3. What new routines will you put in place to begin strengthening your walk with Jesus?

4. What new routines will you put in place to rest and enjoy the time you’ve been given.

5. Challenge: Write down these new routines, and hold one another accountable this week. This is an 

excellent time to being forging new practices in every aspect of your life, and will help you gain some 
positive momentum during an otherwise negative time.


Takeaways: 
1. Hebrews 12 likens the Christian faith to a marathon that we are all to be running.

2. The great cloud of witnesses from Hebrews 11 demonstrate what faithfulness in spite of not finishing the 

race looks like.

3. No matter how agonizing life may get, we are to keep our eyes on Jesus, who suffered ultimate agony on 

the cross in our place.


PRAYER REQUESTS:
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