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Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside
every encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance
the race that is set before us. (Hebrews 12:1)
We are all creatures of motivation. We need a reason for doing things and we need encouragement
while we are doing them. One of the greatest motivations and encouragements to the unbelieving
Jews, as well as to Christians, would be all these great believers from the past, their heroes, who
lived the life of faith. The cloud of witnesses are all those faithful saints just mentioned in chapter
11. We are to run the race of faith like they did, always trusting, never giving up, no matter what the
obstacles or hardships or cost.
They knew how to run the race of faith. They opposed Pharaoh, they forsook the pleasures and
prerogatives of his court, they passed through the Red Sea, shouted down the walls of Jericho,
conquered kingdoms, shut the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, received back their dead
by resurrection, were tortured, mocked, scourged, imprisoned, stoned, sawn in two, had to dress in
animal skins, were made destitute—all for the sake of their faith.
Now the writer says, “You should run like they did. It can be done, if you run as they did—in faith.
They ran and ran and ran, and they had less light to run by than you have. Yet they were all
victorious, every one of them.”
I do not believe that the cloud of witnesses surrounding us is standing in the galleries of heaven
watching as we perform. The idea here is not that we should be faithful lest they be disappointed, or
that we should try to impress them like a sports team trying to impress the fans in the bleachers.
These are witnesses to God, not of us. They are examples, not onlookers. They have proved by their
testimony, their witness, that the life of faith is the only life to live.
To have a whole gallery of such great people looking down on us would not motivate us but paralyze
us. We are not called to please them. They are not looking at us; we are to look at them. Nothing is
more encouraging than the successful example of someone who has “done it before.” Seeing how
God was with them encourages us to trust that He will also be with us. The same God who was their
God is our God. The God of yesterday is the God of today and tomorrow. He has not weakened, or
lost interest in His people, or lessened His love and care for them. We can run as well as they did. It

has nothing to do with how we compare with them, but in how our God compares with theirs.
Because we have the same God, He can do the same things through us if we trust Him.
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