
THE EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS 12: 1-2  

Hence there arise a challenge and an appeal. The Christian stands in the arena, ready to run a race. On all 

sides there throngs about the course a host of witnesses, and they are men who are not ignorant of the task 

set before the competitor, but have themselves been crowned as successful runners of the course of faith. 

Each of them has, in his own age and in his own way, run his section of the great' relay race,' and, having 

handed on the torch to his successor, has joined the multitude of interested spectators and skilled judges. 

First must the contestant strip off every handicap, lay down everything which might add to his weight and so 

burden him, for the race is not to be completed without the most strenuous exertion, and a single ounce of 

unnecessary matter may make all the difference between success and failure. The handicap may belong to 

the physical world, and appear as a loved possession or a bodily pleasure, or it may, more subtly, lie in the 

realm of the mind and of the spirit. But, whatever it may he, and wherever it may rest upon the runner, it 

must go, or the risk of defeat will be too great. In particular men are handicapped by sin. There is no 

reference to any particular sin, and we misunderstand the writer if we continue his words to a special form 

of temptation (different, possibly, with each individual) to which a man may, by constitution or position, be 

peculiarly exposed. It is sin in general, sin of any kind, sin of all kinds that he has in view, and he thinks of it 

as resembling the long loose robe which men of his day used to wear. This, with its clinging folds, will 

inevitably entangle itself about his limbs and .trip him. up, or, at the very least, fatally impede his progress. 

All must go, and the race must he run with every possible handicap cast aside.  

All this is preliminary. When the race begins there are two dangers against which the runner must 

especially guard. He must not allow his attention to he distracted by anything either on or off the course. A 

runner dare not even look behind him to see how near his competitors are to him, still less is it safe for him 

to look to one side. His eyes must he fixed upon the goal, and never for an instant must his attention turn to 

any other object. So he who runs this spiritual race must keep his eyes fixed upon Jesus as the pioneer and 

the perfection of faith. On Him must he be absolutely concentrated, all his life must be lived with Jesus in 

view, and every action and thought must he in some way related to Him. For He is the pioneer and the 

perfection of faith. The former of these two words is that with which we have already met in ii. 10, where 

we had the phrase Pioneer of salvation. As we saw in discussing that passage, the word may mean' author' 

or ’originator' rather than ‘Pioneer’ in the sense in which that word is commonly used. It is quite true that 

Jesus has shown the road of faith as no other has done, but the thought in the writer's mind is rather that 

He is the originator of faith. It began with Him; He brought it into existence for the Christian, and He must be 

the starting-point for everyone who claims His name. But He is also the goal, and the end which the runner 

has before him is to attain to Christ. The thought passes rapidly from the crucified Jesus-with whom 

Christian faith began-to the glorified Jesus-with whom Christian faith will end. For what is set before us is 

the ideal of reaching Him as He is, and sharing in His triumph, an achievement open only to those who share 

in His humiliation and Cross. Unlike the men of old who did not know where they were to go, the man who 

takes Jesus as his Saviour has a clear prospect before him. The Christian life must be begun, continued, and 

ended in Christ.  

The other danger in the race itself is that the runner may find it too exhausting, and either fall by the way 

or give up the contest. For it may be long, and, long or short, it is always arduous. There is need of 

perseverance, of the power of resistance and of endurance-that is what is meant by 'running steadily.' It is 

not merely a sudden burst, a sprint' that is required, but the grim and resolute determination of the 

long-distance runner. It is far easier to rise to a sudden occasion. to achieve victory in a single grand 

moment, than to endure for years the toil and strain of an exhausting contest, and it is the qualities 

which make for success in the' latter that are needed by the Christian athlete.  



Further, we note that. in this last matter, Jesus Himself serves as an example. As there is an appointed 

course for the Christian, a goal set before him, so Jesus had His own appointed joy, which was realized only 

when He took His seat at the right hand of the throne of God. The difficulties which Jesus had to face were 

greater than those of any other, for they included the Cross. Yet He steadily endured, showing  

in a supreme degree those very qualities that are demanded of His followers. Even of the shame, the 

sneers and mockery, the degradation of the Cross, He thought nothing. but rather despised it, 

refusing to allow it to influence Him in any way. And so, since His trial was more searching and deadly 

than any other can be, He has attained a unique triumph and a unique reward.  

Nearly nineteen centuries have passed since this passage in the Epistle to the Hebrews was penned. 

Yet we, to-day, may take our stand where the writer stood, and we may adopt his words and his spirit 

as our own. In point of time, Moses stood nearer to Jesus than we do; the period that elapsed 

between the time when Israel first came into being and the appearance of Jesus was shorter by some 

centuries than that which separates us from the first Christian generations. The great roll of the 

heroes of faith has been enormously lengthened, and we can add, as being in the same long tradition, 

all who have fought and suffered for the sake of Christ. The host of witnesses encircling us is 

immeasurably greater than that which the writer of this Epistle envisaged, and the appeal and the 

challenge are so much the stronger. It is true that we do not claim any knowledge of God developing 

beyond' our Lord, for we should agree that in Him God has said the last word that can be said to 

mankind. But though we cannot look for a greater revelation than Jesus, we have a right to assume 

that, through the ages, there has been a greater revelation of Him. Generation after generation has 

known Him personally, and has been able to use and to add to the knowledge of all its predecessors. 

Century after century men have studied the historic Person, and His picture is clearer to us to-day 

than it has ever been before. He is the same; it is we who change, and, in changing, should draw 

nearer to Him.  

On us, then, there lies the same responsibility that rested on these ancient Christians. God would not 

have them perfected apart from us, and it behoves us to accept the implications and the duties 

inextricably bound up with our privileges. We, too, must strip off every handicap, strip off sin with its 

clinging folds, and run our appointed course steadily, our eyes fixed upon Jesus as the pioneer and the 

perfection of faith. In a sense we also are as Abraham, and do not know where we are going. What 

Jesus will be like when man fully knows Him, what God will appear to be when the world knows all 

that Jesus has yet to teach us about Him, we cannot tell. But we do know that our starting-point and 

our goal are one. and that whatever the final outcome may be, when our race reaches the highest 

point attainable by the finite, what we shall find in the end is Jesus.  

Jesus, then, is the great example of one who has run the race with eyes fixed upon the goal. But He 

has also shown the world how to endure steadily. We may suspect that the writer is once more 

generalizing from some familiar narrative of the life and death of Jesus. Hitherto the references seem 

to have been, for the most part, to His final passion, but it is clear that current tradition had much to 

say also about His life, ministry, and teaching. The record in the Gospels which have come down to us 

shows that the vindictiveness and hatred which won their triumph in the Cross were not of sudden 

growth, but had been present almost from the first, and had steadily gained ground. It must have 

been, as the Marcan narrative suggests, near the beginning of His ministry that opposition first was 

manifested, and, save for those rare moments when Jesus was alone with His disciples, He had to do 



His work in an atmosphere of mistrust, suspicion, and hatred. Yet He persevered, and, without 

fainting and failing, kept on His way, and steadily endured all the hostility from sinful men.   

 

The Moffatt New Testament commentary, the Epistle to the Hebrews by Theodore H Robinson, Hodder 

and Stoughton, 1st printed in 1933. 



 


