
Falling Short of  
the Grace of God   

Hebrews 12:12-17 

“Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the 

feeble knees; 13 and make straight paths for your feet, lest 

that which is lame be turned out of the way; but let it rather 

be healed. 14 Follow peace with all men, and holiness, 

without which no man shall see the Lord: 15 looking 

diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God; lest any root 

of bitterness springing up trouble you, and thereby many be 

defiled; 16 lest there be any fornicator, or profane person, 

as Esau, who for one morsel of meat sold his birthright. 

17 For ye know how that afterward, when he would have 

inherited the blessing, he was rejected: for he found no 

place of repentance, though he sought it carefully with 

tears.” 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

 

 At this point in Hebrews—Paul begins to address 

the responsibility of the Hebrew believers TO 

LIVE OUT THEIR FAITH RESPONSIBLY 

 

o Many of these Hebrews have been struggling 

with moving forward in their faith 

o The hardships that they have already faced 

have made it difficult 

 

Hebrews 10:32-34—“But call to remembrance the former 

days, in which, after ye were illuminated, ye endured a great 

fight of afflictions; 33 partly, whilst ye were made a 

gazingstock both by reproaches and afflictions; and partly, 

whilst ye became companions of them that were so used. 

34 For ye had compassion of me in my bonds, and took 

joyfully the spoiling of your goods, knowing in yourselves 

that ye have in heaven a better and an enduring substance.” 

 

o And the future didn’t look any better 

 

 These hardships would only get worse 

 Could they really handle worse 

 Could they really handle more of this 

difficulty 

 

o And doubts and discouragements about their 

faith in Christ, no doubt were settling in on 

their minds 

 

 Is this thing about Jesus being our long-

awaited Messiah legitimate? 

 Are we really following the right thing? 

 And if we are really following what’s 

right—why have so many of our Jewish 

brothers and sisters rejected it? 

 Shouldn’t they all be embracing Christ 

as the Messiah? 

 

NOTE:  There was this expectation among the Jews, that 

when their Messiah would come—all would be united to 

Him.  But at that point, that was not what was happening.  

For the most part, most of the Jews were rejecting Jesus as 



the long-awaited Messiah.  They didn’t want a Messiah that 

told them that they needed to repent or face God’s wrath.  

Who was He to tell them that they were wrong with God.    

They didn’t want a Messiah that would make demands upon 

their lives that were uncomfortable.   

 

They wanted a Messiah that would destroy all of their 

enemies and make them a mighty nation among all the 

people of the world. 

 

That was the viewpoint that they had collectively of their 

Messiah.  To have a Messiah that was meek and mild was 

not what they expected or wanted.  To have a Messiah who 

would die a cursed death on a Roman cross was scandalous 

in their minds. 

 

o So that’s why Paul wrote this letter to the 

Hebrews 
 

 They needed to be convinced that 

Jesus indeed was the Messiah that the 

Scriptures foretold of 

 And that their faith in Him for 

salvation was a sure faith 
 

 They were on solid rock 

 It wasn’t some kind of unsure 

foundation that they were on 
 

 And because they were on such a solid 

foundation—they could live by faith 

just like their forefathers did 

 They could endure all the hardships 

that would come for trusting in Him—

as their Messiah 
 

 Just like their forefathers went 

through 
 

 And as we pointed out last week—they 

needed to change their viewpoint 

about the hardships that they were 

going through 
 

 The hardships that they were 

going through—God, as their 

loving heavenly Father, was 

using to MOLD and MAKE 

them into the image of Christ 

 So instead of resisting the 

hardships they were going 

through… 

 Or fleeing from the hardships 

they were going through… 

 They needed to embrace them—

as God’s tender workings in 

their lives to bring about that 

peaceable fruit of righteousness 
 

Proverbs 3:11-12—“My son, despise not the chastening of 

the Lord; neither be weary of his correction:  12 For whom 

the Lord loveth he correcteth; even as a father the son in 

whom he delighteth.” 

 



Romans 8:28—“And we know that all things work together 

for good to them that love God, to them who are the called 

according to his purpose.” 

 

 

 At this point in our text, Paul points the Hebrew 

Christians to another MOTIVATION to move 

forward in their faith—and not shrink back in 

unbelief 

 

o The motivation—is the lost 

o All the way through this letter, Paul has been 

continually addressing this group 

 

 Warning them about their continued 

unbelief 

 That if they stay on the fence for too 

long—without truly “coming over” to 

Christ for salvation—that they will 

eventually “FALL AWAY” 

 

 If they don’t believe soon—they 

will harden their hearts—just 

like their forefathers did back in 

the days of Ancient Israel 

 They will become dull of hearing 

 They will totally miss the 

opportunity of believing the 

gospel 

 It, like a ship, will eventually sail 

on by them never to return 

 And if they fall away—they will 

never come to the place of 

repentance 

 

 So Paul reminds those Hebrew Christians—who 

were genuinely saved—that if there was any 

motivation for them to faithfully press on—it was 

these people 

 

 

 

 “Why should I be faithful?  Why should I continue 

to endure all these hardships for Jesus? 

 “Because there are people who are watching you” 

 

o Lost people, whose decision to truly 

believe—or reject Christ altogether will be 

determined by the way you live for Him 

o If you don’t take Christ seriously in your 

life—why should they 

 

 Paul’s point:  Some people—those who are sitting 

on the wall—may never come to Christ for 

salvation, if you don’t take following Christ 

seriously 

 

CIT:  How Should Genuine Believers Live in Light of the 

Lost Who Are Watching Them? 

 

I.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Strong in Our Faith(vs. 12-13)—“Wherefore lift up the 

hands which hang down, and the feeble knees; 13 and make 



straight paths for your feet, lest that which is lame be turned 

out of the way; but let it rather be healed.” 

 

 A.  The Race of Faith 

 

1.  At the beginning of this chapter, Paul 

compared the Christian life like running a 

marathon-type race 

 

 a.  It was called the Agon race 

 

i.  It is the word from which we get 

agonize 

ii.  This was not some easy race 

that someone ran 

iii.  It was a race of difficulty 

iv.  It was a race of hardship 

v.  It was a grueling race 

vi. No one—in their right mind—

would enter such a race—thinking 

it would be easy 

 

b.  Paul, making the analogy, says that 

when a person becomes a Christian—

they don’t enter into a life of ease 

 

i.  They enter into a life of 

difficulty and hardship 

ii.  Just like these Hebrew 

believers were going through 

 

 Being mocked 

 Being persecuted 

 Losing their identity with 

their past life 

 

iii.  Just like their forefathers had 

gone through in time past 

 

Hebrews 11:35-38—“and others were tortured, not 

accepting deliverance; that they might obtain a better 

resurrection: 36 and others had trial of cruel mockings and 

scourgings, yea, moreover of bonds and imprisonment: 

37 they were stoned, they were sawn asunder, were 

tempted, were slain with the sword: they wandered about in 

sheepskins and goatskins; being destitute, afflicted, 

tormented; 38 (of whom the world was not worthy:) they 

wandered in deserts, and in mountains, and in dens and 

caves of the earth.” 

 

  2.  Paul’s challenge to them 

 

a.  They were to run that race with 

patience 

 

i. The word means “cheerful 

endurance” 

ii.  They were to endure with a 

sense of joy about it 

 

b.  And they were to lay aside those 

unnecessary weights that were keeping 

them from running the race at their 

maximum ability 

 



i.  Their weights were Legalism, 

and Unbelief 

ii. They were to turn their back 

upon their religion—and totally go 

after Christ with all their heart—

with all their trust 

 

   c.  And they were to run to win the prize 

 

i.  Just like Christ—ran His earthly 

race 

ii.  Setting His face upon the prize 

 

  3.  These Hebrews Were Not Running 

 

   a.  They were so bogged down… 

 

    i. With fear 

    ii.  With doubt 

iii.  With this difficulty of letting 

go of their past—and pressing 

forward to follow Christ faithfully 

 

   b.  They were barely running 

 

    i.  They had lost their motivation 

ii. They were barely putting one 

foot in front of the other 

iii.  Some were near giving up 

altogether  

 

B.  Paul’s Challenge For Them to Get Back Into 

the Race (vs. 12-13)—“Wherefore lift up the hands 

which hang down, and the feeble knees; 13 and make 

straight paths for your feet” 

 

1.  Paul points them to this analogy—and gives 

them a running technique 

 

a.  One of the things that runners are 

taught to do—in order to keep up their 

endurance—is to not let their hands hang 

down low 

 

i.  God has so designed the body—

that it walking or running, the feet 

actually follow the hands 

ii.  And the higher a person lifts 

their hands—the broader their 

steps will be 

 

b.  And if a runner is struggling in a race 

to put one foot in front of the other—you 

might hear a coach yell out “Lift up your 

hands” 

 

i.  “Get your hands up higher in 

your stride” 

ii. One of the reasons why the 

runner is beginning to fall 

behind—is because he has 

forgotten to keep his form 

iii.  “Keep the hands up!” 

 

c.  And when the runner begins to lift up 

the hands—those “feeble knees”—that 



were having such trouble moving 

forward—will begin to follow suit 

 

2.  Paul’s analogy to the discouraged believer—

is get back to running at full strength 

 

 a.  Get your 2
nd

 wind 

b.  Start running with those hands up 

again 

 

i.  Just like you did when you first 

entered the race 

ii.  Running at full steam 

iii.  Running with good form 

iv.  They had allowed the 

difficulties to break their stride—

and thus they were doing poorly 

v.  They needed to get back to 

running the way they used to run 

 

NOTE:  Paul doesn’t use the word “you” or “your” when it 

comes to this exhortation.  

 

He says, “Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, 

and the feeble knees.”  The indication of the text—is that 

Paul is not only challenging the struggling Christian 

personally—to improve his own form of running—but also 

to help his fellow brothers and sisters in Christ to do the 

same. 

 

Come alongside those who are running poorly—and help 

them to run the race at a full level—to lift up all the hands 

and feeble knees. 

 

3.  Make your Paths Straight—“and make 

straight paths for your feet” 

 

a.  Paul is not just telling them to get 

their FORM correct—but also their 

PATH correct 

 

i.  They were to get running where 

they are supposed to be running 

ii.  The runner wasn’t just to be 

running anywhere he chooses 

iii.  He is to be running on the path 

that has been set before him 

iv.  Another way to say it—the 

runner needs to be running in 

his own lane 

 

   b.  The problem: 

 

i.  Not only were some of these 

Hebrews barely running 

ii.  They weren’t running in the 

right path 

iii.  So Paul is telling them to 

correct both their FORM and their 

PATH 

 

NOTE:  When a Christian gets off the path—he’s not only 

doing damage to his own life, but he may be hurting 

others whose paths he’s treading all over. 

  



C.  Their Motivation—“lest that which is lame be 

turned out of the way; but let it rather be healed.” 

 

 1.  Lame 

 

a.  The word means “weak” or 

“limping” 

b.  In a broad sense—that could be 

applied to “struggling Christians” 

 

i.  Get your running corrected—so 

that fellow believers, who are 

struggling, will get theirs corrected 

ii.  But that’s not really the full 

context of whom Paul is alluding 

to 

 

c.  Those who are the “weak” and 

“limping” are those unbelievers who 

have been setting on the wall 

d.  Let’s look at an Old Testament 

passage that Paul is probably alluding to: 

 

1 Kings 18:17-21—“And it came to pass, when Ahab saw 

Elijah, that Ahab said unto him, Art thou he that troubleth 

Israel? 

18 And he answered, I have not troubled Israel; but thou, 

and thy father’s house, in that ye have forsaken the 

commandments of the Lord, and thou hast followed Baalim. 

19 Now therefore send, and gather to me all Israel unto 

mount Carmel, and the prophets of Baal four hundred and 

fifty, and the prophets of the groves four hundred, which eat 

at Jezebel’s table. 

20 So Ahab sent unto all the children of Israel, and gathered 

the prophets together unto mount Carmel. 21 And Elijah 

came unto all the people, and said, How long halt ye 

between two opinions? if the Lord be God, follow him: but if 

Baal, then follow him. And the people answered him not a 

word.” 

 

i.  Elijah the prophet, is a wanted 

man 

 

 There has been a drought 

upon the nation for over 3 

years 

 And King Ahab has blamed 

Elijah for causing it 

 Elijah has been in hiding for 

most of that time 

 Ahab is right and he is 

wrong 

 

o Elijah had previously 

told King Ahab that 

the heavens would 

hold back their rain 

until he prayed to God 

for them to be opened 

up again 

o And the reason why 

the rain would be kept 

from the land—was 

because of Abab’s sin 

o He was leading the 

people to worship 



Baal—while at the 

same time they were 

still worshipping God 

in the temple 

 

 So Elijah shows up—after 3 

years of hiding and tells 

Ahab to bring all the 

prophets of Baal up on Mt. 

Carmel to offer a sacrifice 

 So Ahad—in desperation for 

water—does as the prophet 

bids them 

 And when all the prophets 

are gathered around—and 

all the people of Israel were 

watching—Ahab said… 

 

“How long halt ye between two opinions? if the Lord be 

God, follow him: but if Baal, then follow him” 

 

How long are you going to walk lame—back and forth 

between God and Baal 

 

Choose who is the real God! 

 

  2.  Get Running the Race in full strength… 

 

   a.  So that those who are lame… 

 

i.  Still bouncing back and forth—

between Christ and Judaism 

 

   b.  Will not be turned away—Fall away 

   c.  But will be healed 

 

    i.  But will be saved 

ii.  They will finally enter into the 

race of faith 

 

I.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Strong in Our Faith 
 

II.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Genuine With Our Faith (vs. 14)—“Follow peace with all 

men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the 

Lord” 

 

 A.  Paul points next to their Practical Christianity 

 

1.  Not only are they to be Strong—they are to 

be Real (Genuine) 

2.  Following Peace and Holiness 

 

a.  In their standing with God they are at 

peace with God—and they are 

completely holy before God 

 

i.  Before they were saved they 

were not at peace with God 

 

 Because of their sin, God 

was their enemy 

 He was—at war against 

them—pursuing judgment 

against them 



ii.  And before they were saved—

they had no holy standing either 

 

 All God could see, was their 

wickedness 

 They were declared dead in 

trespasses and sins 

 

b.  But at salvation—the Lord Jesus—

makes us at peace with God—because 

He clothes us in His righteousness 

(holiness) 

 

NOTE: That is our positional standing with God.  When 

God sees us—He sees us as perfectly holy and at perfect 

peace (because of what Christ has done for us). 

 

c.  But God doesn’t intend for our 

standing to only be on a positional level 

d.  It is to be lived out practically 

 

i.  The peace that we have been 

given with God—is to be lived out 

in our lives practically with all 

men 

ii.  And we also are to pursue 

holiness in our practical daily 

lives—because of our holy 

standing we have with God in 

Christ Jesus 

 

3.  What does following peace and holiness 

look like? 

 

a.  We are to be seeking peace with all 

men—we are to be peacemakers 

 

Matthew 5:9—“Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall 

be called the children of God.” 

 

i.  We are to be characterized as 

loving men—seeking peace with 

men 

ii.  That may not be easy—because 

some men do not seek to be a 

peace with us 

iii.  But it should always be our 

attitude to extend peace with men 

iv.  We love men—because Christ 

loves us 

v.  We seek peace with men—

because Christ sought peace with 

us 

vi.  And ultimately—how a person 

is genuinely made at peace with 

us—and God—is that they come to 

salvation in Christ 

 

   b.  We are to follow after holiness 

 

i. Being at peace is characterized 

by loving men—pursuing holiness 

is characterized by loving God 

 

 We seek to be holy because 

we genuinely love God 



 

ii.  Holy in our thought life 

iii.  Holy in our speech 

iv.  Holy in our entertainment 

v.  Holy in our friendships 

vi.  Holy when no one is watching 

 

B.  The Motivation to Follow Peace and Holiness—

“without which no man shall see the Lord” 

 

1.  The motivation to live out our faith 

genuinely—is so that men may see the Lord 

 

Matthew 5:13-16—“Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the 

salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? it is 

thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be 

trodden under foot of men. 14 Ye are the light of the world. 

A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid. 15 Neither do men 

light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a 

candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house. 

16 Let your light so shine before men, that they may see 

your good works, and glorify your Father which is in 

heaven.” 

 

2.  Paul is pointing those Hebrew believers 

back to those who have been sitting on the wall 

 

a.  He is saying—that if you don’t live 

out your faith in a genuine way 

 

i.  If you don’t actively pursue 

peace with all men 

ii.  If you don’t strive to be holy 

before God—in your practical day 

to day living 

iii.  Those people who have been 

watching you—won’t see the Lord 

in you 

iv.  And thus won’t get saved—but 

will fall away—never to return 

 

 C.  Is It Genuine in You? 

 

 

I.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Strong in Our Faith 
 

II.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Genuine With Our Faith 
 

III.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Observant About Faith in Others (vs. 15-17)—“looking 

diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God; lest any root 

of bitterness springing up trouble you, and thereby many be 

defiled; 16 lest there be any fornicator, or profane person, 

as Esau, who for one morsel of meat sold his birthright. 

17 For ye know how that afterward, when he would have 

inherited the blessing, he was rejected: for he found no 

place of repentance, though he sought it carefully with 

tears.” 

 

 A.  The Key Phrase—“Looking Diligently” 

 

  1.  It is one Greek word 

 



   a. episkopeo (ep-ee-skop-eh'-o) 

 

    i.  That is a familiar word 

ii.  It is a word that we 

Episcopalian from 

iii.  A form of that word is 

translated in the Bible as Bishop—

or Overseer 

 

 A bishop or an overseer is 

another title for the Pastor 

 Because it is not only the 

Pastor’s responsibility to 

feed the people of God—

with God’s Word 

 It is also his responsibility to 

Oversee the church 

 

iv.  But the exhortation that Paul is 

giving at this point—is not for one 

person—who is in some kind of 

spiritual authority 

v.  It is for all believers  

 

 They are to be “looking 

diligently” 

 “overseeing”  

 

2. What are the believers to be looking over? 

 

“looking diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God” 

 

a.  We are to be looking diligently over 

men—who are in danger of failing of 

the grace of God 

 

NOTE: That’s not talking about those outside of the church 

walls—necessarily who never have professed Christ.  Paul is 

talking about those within the walls of the church—who 

have possibly made such a profession—yet they are in 

danger of falling away permanently. 

 

i.  These are those who either 

closely identify themselves with 

the people of God—but they aren’t 

really saved 

ii.  They come to the church—but 

they are really part of the people of 

God 

iii.  They may or may not have 

professed to be saved 

iv.  To the Hebrews—they were 

those intellectually convinced Jews 

 

 They were convinced that 

Jesus was the Messiah 

 But they were not ready to 

repent and be saved 

 They were the ones that 

Paul continually warned to 

come to Christ—before it’s 

too late 

 

b.  It is these people that Paul tells us to 

take the oversight over 



 

  3. What does it mean to “look diligently” over? 

 

a.  It means that we need to be checking 

up on each other 

 

i.  Take the time to ask those who 

are in our close association—if 

they know Christ 

ii.  Don’t let people slip through 

the cracks 

 

NOTE:  There will be many people who will spend eternity 

in Hell—who were closely associated to the church and to 

the people of God.  They rubbed shoulders with the Gospel 

of Christ. 

 

b.  We need not to be worrying about 

whether we offend them 

 

i.  If they die without Christ and go 

to Hell—having never be 

challenged about their faith—from 

some fellow believer who said 

they loved them—that would be a 

greater offense 

ii.  We need to care enough to 

challenge people to be real 

 

B.  What Will Happen if We Don’t Take the 

Oversight—“ lest any man fail of the grace of God; 

lest any root of bitterness springing up trouble you, 

and thereby many be defiled; 16 lest there be any 

fornicator, or profane person, as Esau, who for one 

morsel of meat sold his birthright. 17 For ye know 

how that afterward, when he would have inherited the 

blessing, he was rejected: for he found no place of 

repentance, though he sought it carefully with tears.” 

 

1.  If we don’t take our responsibility 

seriously… 

 

 a.  People will fail of the grace of God 

 

  i.  People won’t get saved 

 

b.  A root of bitterness might spring up 

and trouble you (church) 

 

i.  Paul is alluding to another OT 

passage that deals with one falling 

away 

 

Deuteronomy 29:18-20—“ lest there should be among you 

man, or woman, or family, or tribe, whose heart turneth 

away this day from the Lord our God, to go and serve the 

gods of these nations; lest there should be among you a root 

that beareth gall and wormwood; 19 and it come to pass, 

when he heareth the words of this curse, that he bless 

himself in his heart, saying, I shall have peace, though I 

walk in the imagination of mine heart, to add drunkenness to 

thirst: 20 the Lord will not spare him, but then the anger of 

the Lord and his jealousy shall smoke against that man, and 

all the curses that are written in this book shall lie upon him, 

and the Lord shall blot out his name from under heaven.” 

 



ii.  Paul’s warning—if we don’t 

take the responsibility to look 

diligently over one another—

regarding their faith—if we don’t 

make it important to care about 

those in our church—that their 

faith is real… 

 

 A root of bitterness might 

begin to spring up 

 When a person is not right 

with God—they may talk 

high of God and Christ 

 But if they go on—having 

never been transformed by 

Christ 

 The nature of their heart 

might begin to reveal itself 

 And instead of them just 

falling away—never to be 

heard from again—they fall 

away pulling others away 

with them 

 Ripping a church apart 

 

c.  Lest there be someone who follows 

the example of Esau 

 

“lest there be any fornicator, or profane person, as Esau, 

who for one morsel of meat sold his birthright. 17 For ye 

know how that afterward, when he would have inherited the 

blessing, he was rejected: for he found no place of 

repentance, though he sought it carefully with tears.” 

 

i.  Paul points out Esau as an 

example of an apostate 

 

 Esau was the firstborn in his 

family—securing him in the 

birthright 

 By birth order—he was to 

be in the line of blessing—

that God had promised to 

Abraham and Isaac 

 In some sense, he by birth 

was to be a father in the line 

of Christ 

 But he had no love for the 

coming Promised 

Redeemer—for Christ 

 And at a certain point—he 

was willing to sell his 

birthright to his younger 

brother for a bowl of soup 

 That’s how low he thought 

of Christ 

 

o “I’ll see Him out for 

a bowl full of soup” 

 

 Well, sometime down the 

road—he realized what he 

had done 

 And he began to seek after 

it—even with tears before 

his father 



o He didn’t want the 

birthright back—

because he wanted to 

be privileged to be in 

the line of Christ 

o He wanted back 

because he wanted the 

power and money that 

would come with it 

 

 But it was too late 

 Isaac had already granted it 

to Jacob—thus securing it to 

him 

 

ii. Esau is an example of an 

apostate 

 

 One who sold out Christ—

for nothing 

 And never could find a 

place of repentance to make 

it right 

 

iii.  If we as believers don’t take 

the oversight—there might be 

some who will eventually sell out 

Christ for nothing—and never find 

a place of repentance again 

 

I.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Strong in Our Faith 
 

II.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Genuine With Our Faith 
 

III.  Because the Lost Are Watching Us, We Should be 

Observant About Faith in Others 

 

CONCLUSION: 

 

ILLUSTRATION: 

 

 Sondra getting saved 


