
The Course We Run 
Rev Steven Key 

 

 

The topic we consider today falls under the main theme of the Convention, “Running the 

Race.” Hebrews 12, verses 1 and 2, from which text the theme is taken, is a passage that builds 

upon what was written in Chapter 11. And Hebrews 11 is the chapter of that great cloud of 

witnesses, those who lived by faith, received a good report of God their Savior, and now 

await our perfection with them. Hebrews 12 points to those who have run the race before us. 

They now stand lining the course that you and I must run. They are cheering us on, as it were. 

And we look at them and are encouraged and challenged, even excited to accomplish what they 

were able to accomplish before us. That is the picture, very briefly, of the text. 

I am called to speak specifically of THE COURSE that we run. You understand that 

when we come before a theme that speaks of running the race, we are dealing with a figure of 

speech. God addresses His Word to us in language that we can understand, and uses figures 

taken from our earthly life to set before us spiritual realities. So it is also with this idea of 

running a race. Greek culture put no little emphasis on sports. The Olympic Games have their 

origins in ancient Greece and were well-known events to the early New Testament Christians. 

Those games consisted almost entirely of what we know as track events. Running and horse 

races were the leading events. But the idea of the Christian life as running a race pre-dates the 

Olympic games. Already the Psalms in Psalm 119:32, shows us the confession of the believer, 

who says, “I will run the way of thy commandments, when thou shalt enlarge my heart.” And the 

Song of Solomon presents the church, the Bride of Christ, as running after the One Whom she 

loves. So this evening we give some thought to the race that we run as Christians, and 

particularly the course that we run. 

 

A Difficult Course 

The race that you are called to run must be run on a difficult course. We don’t run on a 

nice track, but on an obstacle course. When our whole life is compared to a race, the figure puts 

us in a giant stadium. You live your life in a giant stadium. That stadium is this world. The race 

that you run is found on a course marked by all the obstacles that characterize this world. It is a 

world of sin and darkness, of sicknesses and pains, a world filled temptations and sorrows. 

It is striking that the word translated race in Hebrews 12:1 is the Greek word which 

translated literally would be agony. It is a contest in which you participate only through much 

agony. In addition, the course runs uphill. Your life as a Christian is a life that travels a narrow 

path taking you uphill, toward sights unseen. It leads toward that city that has foundations, whose 

Builder and Maker is God. The track to that goal is not only narrow, but it is elevated high off 

the ground, so that you must be very careful not to fall off, either to the right hand or to the left. 

To the right hand you would fall into the bondage of legalism or of works-righteousness, which 

would rob you of your freedom in Christ; but to the left hand there are all the enticements of the 

world, those pleasures of sin which are only for a season and which lead to destruction. 

Still more, the path on which you must run is not a smooth track, but a track filled with 

large stones that you have to carefully climb over or go around on what seems to be a 

treacherous ledge. And besides those boulders, there are pitfalls and water holes that you must 

wade through very carefully—especially because some of those pits are not merely muddy, but 

full of quicksand that would drag you down and suck your life out of you. And while you are 



climbing uphill, it isn’t even a steady climb, but you have some areas of the course that are 

steeper than others, and some in fact which require you to climb sheer cliffs, relying on the help 

of those who have gone before and who will show you how to do so safely. 

And when I speak of having to run a race on an obstacle course, I would be remiss if I 

didn’t warn you that you will be running this race in a hostile environment! Oh yes, there is that 

cloud of witnesses cheering you on. You must focus on them. You must stick as close as possible 

to those who are on your side. But you are running the race in an enemy stadium, one still under 

the possession of the prince of this world, the wicked one. Let me tell you, in fact, about that 

wicked one. For a time he had access to heaven, to that city to which we travel. He doesn’t any 

more. When Christ accomplished His perfect work on the cross and was exalted to heaven, the 

devil and his angels were cast out. Revelation 12 tells us about those happenings. But then we 

read this in Revelation 12:13-17: “And when the dragon saw that he was cast unto the earth, he 

persecuted the woman which brought forth the man child.” The reference there is to his 

persecution of the church from which Christ came forth. “And to the woman were given two 

wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness, into her place, where she is 

nourished for a time, and times, and half a time, from the face of the serpent.” Does that mean 

that she now has no difficulties? Listen. “And the serpent cast out of his mouth water as a flood 

after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away of the flood. And the earth helped 

the woman, and the earth opened her mouth, and swallowed up the flood which the dragon cast 

out of his mouth. And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and went to make war with the 

remnant of her seed, which keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus 

Christ.” 

Oh yes, you run this race before a hostile crowd. I don’t mean to imply that they always 

openly express their hatred against us. Often they pretend to be friends. They may even run along 

side us for a little while. But all the while their purpose is to prevent us from finishing the race. 

We are constantly confronted by obstacles. You must run on a difficult course. 

Furthermore, the course that we run is a course that requires endurance. That also is 

emphasized by the idea of a race. 

The difficulty of our course is denoted by several other figures in Scripture. Sometimes 

our Christian life is likened to a wrestling match. We are told in Ephesians 6:12, “For we wrestle 

not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the 

darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.” Wrestling requires strength, 

agility, and a certain knowledge of technique in the exerted effort to conquer the opponent. Other 

times in Scripture the Christian’s course is compared to a battle. We are called as soldiers of 

Jesus Christ—not to fight with any earthly weapons, but to bear hardship, not being entangled 

with the affairs of this life, but to fight the good fight of faith (II Timothy 2:3; I Timothy 6:12). 

And we understand that a soldier is subject to great dangers. 

But in running a race the body is taxed for endurance. Intense exertion is required for this 

long run. It demands not merely speed of foot, but the strongest powers of physical endurance, a 

healthy heart and strong lungs. 

You may have noticed that Hebrews 12:1 speaks of the need to run with patience. The 

nature of this course is not one for sprinting. The course is of different lengths for each of us. 

Paul Noorman undoubtedly would have been here with us tonight, but he had finished his race. 

The length of his run wasn’t very long. You don’t know how long the course is for you. It may 

be 80 more years long. It may not be much longer than what you have already run. But the fact is 

that the course is not one made for sprinting. Some of us are naturally inclined to running short 



distances at a fast pace. I was never a long-distance runner. I didn’t have the lung capacity for it. 

I was a sprinter. But you can’t sprint an obstacle course. You may “make tracks” for a little 

ways, but you’re constantly running up against obstacles in this course. So it becomes an 

endurance race. 

Moreover, we run this race with many hindrances of our own. Hebrews 12:1 admonishes 

us to lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us. What the text calls every 

weight is anything that hinders us during our race, anything which dulls our spiritual senses, 

anything that stifles our spiritual appetite or chokes our prayer life. There are many, many things 

that hinder us, aren’t there, so many daily cares and anxieties. And the sin which doth so easily 

beset us—if we had to run this race alone, we would never make it! We would soon become 

exhausted and fall over the side to our own destruction. Or we would quit and say, “It’s not 

worth it.” Yes, if it were left to us, we would never finish the race, and we would never obtain 

the crown of victory. But this race is not a man-made and humanly contrived race. 

 

A Course Divinely Appointed 

We run on a course appointed by God. Hebrews 12:1 speaks of “the race that is set 

before us.” That’s a race appointed, determined for us. It was appointed for us from eternity. You 

were created by God and recreated in Christ Jesus to run this race that was determined from 

before the foundation of the world as the way to glory for the people of God. 

It is the race initiated by God Himself in paradise when He put enmity between the seed 

of the serpent and the Seed of the woman. All through the Old Testament God’s people had to 

run this same race. They ran by faith. They ran as those of whom the world is not worthy. In 

grace God has surrounded us with that great cloud of witnesses. They are before us as examples 

of faith: Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham and Sarah, yes, even the former harlot whom God 

redeemed, Rahab. There was Samson as well as David, and thousands of others who cannot be 

named for lack of time. They were all sinners saved by grace, who also ran the race and by faith 

obtained victory. They ran with their eyes fixed on the goal, the heavenly country and the 

promised Seed through Whom they would obtain that goal. Their testimony through the 

Scriptures is this: He hath not dealt with us after our sins, nor rewarded us according to our 

iniquities; but we have been kept by the power of His grace. 

That same race is now yours, appointed by God for you. It is yours as Protestant 

Reformed young people. Mind you, it is an amazing thing that you are addressed by God here as 

contestants in this race. It isn’t because you are so good, so strong naturally. It isn’t because God 

saw in you an ability to run such a race. It isn’t of anything in you. Moreover, your life isn’t set 

on this course because of what you decided. You didn’t decide to join the team. You haven’t 

volunteered. 

God chose you and set you on this course. Do you believe that? God took you who were 

dead in trespasses and sins, and breathed into you the breath of life. He sent His Son to redeem 

you. He quickened you, made you alive by the regenerating work of His Holy Spirit. And so He 

called you and made you willing to endure this hardship. 

Moreover He equips you with everything necessary for this great endurance run. You 

run, therefore, as those redeemed by Christ, created and sanctified in Him in order that you might 

enter this course, run the race, and obtain the victory. You must know that because, all along the 

course, it is necessary to look to Jesus the author and finisher of your faith. 

Know also that God has determined the exact course that each one of you shall run. I 

already talked about the hardships and difficulties that must be faced on this course. But each of 



you shall face different difficulties and obstacles. Some of you have already faced particular 

trials and afflictions. Some of you shall face great difficulties and sorrows. Each of you will face 

particular temptations, even though with every temptation God shall also “make a way to escape, 

that ye may be able to bear it” (I Corinthians 10:13). Some—trying foolishly to seek your own 

course—will fall into grievous sins, yet to be restored by the wonder work of God’s grace. But 

you who are Christ’s will run, following the course marked out for you, until you reach the goal 

and receive the victor’s crown. But we must say still more about this course being appointed. 

That the course is appointed by God means not simply that He has made us contestants in 

this race and determined the course itself, but He also has determined how we must run the race. 

If you and I are runners in this race, we must run as God has instructed us by His Holy 

Spirit. In all contests there are rules. If a contestant breaks the rules on the way to the goal, he is 

disqualified. For us those rules are set down in the infallible Word of truth. They are set before 

us by the authority of Him Who alone has the right to determine the rules of the course. So 

definitive are those rules, that we read in II Timothy 2:5, “And if a man also strive for masteries, 

yet is he not crowned, except he strive lawfully.” That means no one receives the crown of 

victory, except according to the laws laid down for the contest. It is not the mere running of the 

race, therefore, that secures the prize, but it is whether you have run as God would have you run. 

There are those who would run the course to heaven. But they want to choose their own 

course, select their own pace, and set their own rules. That is why, Scripture tells us, when you 

look at the broad picture many run, but few obtain the prize. You have to run the course marked 

out in the Scriptures of truth, and confirmed in the example of Jesus. Then there will be found in 

you a stretching out yourself to walk in His fear, to live to His praise, and to enjoy His 

fellowship. In you will come to expression the confession of Psalm 119:32, “I will run the way of 

thy commandments, when thou shalt enlarge my heart.” 

Then the work of the blessed Spirit of Christ will be found thriving in your soul. For to 

do this, you see, you must have the life of Christ in your soul. To be able to run is of divine 

grace, the power of Christ’s life in you. To endure in the running you must have a continual 

supply of His grace, bestowed from the fullness of your covenant Head. To persevere requires 

the strength of Christ continually being made perfect in your weakness. But so you are more than 

conquerors through Him that loved us. 

That means, of course, that Jesus is not set before you as a mere example, as one of the 

great cloud of witnesses cheering you on. He is the Author and Finisher of our faith, the One in 

Whom you put your trust. Nothing will divert our minds from the many hindrances and 

temptations except faith and trust in Christ Jesus. And when verse 2 of Hebrews 12 speaks of 

Jesus as the Author and Finisher of our faith, He is that because He ran our race. For the joy that 

was set before Him, He fulfilled all righteousness, enduring the cross for us. 

The race that He ran was one that we could not run. Oh yes, there is an aspect of His race 

that we still must endure today. He had to endure the troubles and sorrows of this life, even 

persecution at the hands of wicked men, which troubles we must also face. But even then our 

suffering does not compare with what He had to endure. We suffer as sinners, you see. He was 

the Sinless One. But His race was one that we could not run. For on His course was an obstacle 

that we could never have overcome. In fact, that obstacle was on His course because of us. In His 

path was the cross. Every step along the way He was conscious of the fact that He was drawing 

closer and closer to the cross, where the fullest expression of God’s curse was seen. That cross 

marked God’s curse. And that curse was there because of our sins, yours and mine. Christ took 

our curse upon Himself and endured. 



He endured for the joy that was set before Him, the joy which included the salvation of 

His Church, the Bride which He loves. Sustained by the clear truth that the only way to glory is 

the way of perfect obedience, even through suffering, Jesus ran the race, being obedient even to 

the death of the cross. He fixed His eyes on the joy that was set before Him and endured the 

cross, despising the shame. 

Are you afraid of shame, of being rejected by others? If you run this course, you will 

suffer shame. You will be rejected by some of your peers. Some may even have to suffer 

rejection of family members. Your fellow employees and neighbors will heap shame upon you. 

That’s a fact of life, because this race leads down the narrow way, the way that is not popular, a 

way that is exclusive—not to skin color or nationality, not to male or female, not to rich or poor; 

but exclusive to those who belong to Christ. You always have plenty of opportunities to escape 

that shame and to gain the praise of men. You will be asked to go places and to do things that 

would take you off course and inflict injury upon your own conscience. You will be asked to 

compromise principles which you may not compromise. Always the question stands before you, 

“Will you have the praise of men, or the praise of God?” 

Christ, too, faced shame. He faced not only the shame of His earthly peers, the shame of 

the world, but He faced the shame of the cross! That shame of rejection that we fear, Christ took 

willingly upon Himself. He despised the shame! He didn’t succumb to it; He did not compromise 

to “save face” among men; He did not faint because of it. He considered it worthless in 

comparison to the joy that was set before Him. He scorned that shame! It meant nothing to Him. 

He scorned that shame for our salvation. He died in order to bring us to God. 

He is the Author and Finisher of our faith. He stands before us on this course at the very 

beginning, as the Starter of the race. There is that great cloud of witnesses alongside the course, 

cheering us on. But from the very beginning of the race, there stands our Lord Christ as the 

Starter of the race. Before the time of the “starter’s pistol,” all those who were in the race had to 

look at the starter. The starter was in place, the runners set, and all fixed their eyes upon that 

starter. At the moment he dropped his glove or handkerchief, off they went. Look to Jesus. Take 

your eyes off Him, and you will falter. From the very beginning look to Him, Who is the Author 

of your faith. Look at all that He has done for you. Look at the relationship He has established 

with you. Look at the price He paid for you. Then run. 

But look to Him also as the Finisher of your faith. As Jesus stands at the beginning of the 

course, so He stands as the end, the Rewarder of all those Who run to Him. Keep your eyes upon 

Him throughout the course of the race. Don’t let the enemy distract you. Don’t let them entice 

you to their wells of poison when you are feeling tired. Look to Him Who sits upon the throne, 

King of all, Lord of your life. 

We run the race and are assured of the victory in Him. It is in that light, in that victory, 

that you run the race. You are on a course marked out by Christ’s bloody victory, a victory He 

obtained as your Head, your Redeemer. Remember that. It is an amazing course, appointed you 

by God’s grace. 

 

A Course With A Tremendous Goal 

Finally, young people, I remind you just briefly that we run this race on a course that has 

a tremendous goal. The goal is perfection. 

What a contrast to the goal which is common to man. The Bible both in Proverbs and in 

Isaiah speaks of the goal toward which man naturally runs. “Their feet run to evil” (Proverbs 

1:16; Isaiah 59:7). Peter uses terms a little more graphic in I Peter 4:4 when he speaks of those 



outside of Christ running toward “excess of riot” (I Peter 4:4). And you know that it is easy for 

us, taking our eyes off the goal that God has set before us, to head toward the wrong goal. 

Examples are set before us repeatedly in the Scriptures, and we know them as well from our own 

experience. The prophecy of Haggai, to mention one example, is a stark reminder. There the 

people of God are found focusing upon themselves, upon their own things. Their goal was their 

own earthly prosperity. God sent His prophet, in fact, to rebuke them, to call them to repentance, 

and to remind them of their calling to seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and 

not to run after the things of this world. How quickly we take our eyes off the goal. 

The goal, however, that God has set before us is the beauty of holiness, the glory of God 

coming to expression in our lives—and that perfectly. The new man in Christ knows 

instinctively that, when God gave His Son to save His people from their sins, that salvation was 

to be perfect. What else can the inspired apostle Peter mean when he writes to us in II Peter 1:4, 

“Whereby are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises: that by these ye might be 

partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust.” 

To be partakers of the divine nature—that is what is set before us. 

Which is to say that the goal is not merely heaven. All would like to go to heaven, if they 

can determine their own way there and what heaven will be like. The essence of our salvation is 

not that we are excused from going to hell, and taken into a tremendously beautiful place called 

heaven. Certainly that is part of our salvation. But the essence of heaven is not what will be seen 

outwardly, but the enjoyment in body and soul of perfect fellowship with the living God through 

Jesus Christ our Lord. To use the language of Psalm 27, it is to “dwell in the house of the LORD” 

in the fellowship of His perfect love, and “to see the goodness of the LORD in the land of the 

living.” 

Apart from the enjoyment of His love and fellowship, all the outward beauty of heaven 

would be lost. So the goal of the race is that fellowship with the Holy One through Christ in the 

state of perfection. It is to glorify and praise Him as prophets, to serve Him as priests, walking 

forever in good works, to reign in perfect freedom over all the works of His hands, and to do so 

perfectly. 

But at the goal there is also a prize. That prize is a crown, the crown of victory. It is the 

crown of life everlasting which the Lord has promised to all those who love Him. It is the crown 

of glory that never fades away. 

In those moments when you are struggling, and find yourself nearly exhausted from your 

exertions in the race, look to that prize, held in the hands of your Savior. Do so in your youth. 

Because that crown of glory is worn by Him Who has run this race for you and has obtained the 

victory for you. A glimpse by faith of that glorious crown and of Him Who owns that crown as 

your Friend and elder Brother will revive you like a cup of water given to those who are midway 

through a marathon. When divine grace gives you wisdom to have respect unto the 

recompense—the payoff—of the reward, then you will find that even bearing the reproach of 

Christ is greater riches than all the treasures of this world. 

Press on. Forgetting those things that are behind, reach forward. For He Who has given 

you to run this race will also see you through to the accomplishment of His work of grace in you. 
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