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Hebrews 12:1

If you have your Bible now, I want you to turn with me to Hebrews, chapter 12, verse 1, and today we are taking up a wonderful study of the Word of God, and I pray it will be a rich blessing to our hearts. There are many Scriptures here in chapter 11 and 12 of the Book of Hebrews that will be one of the greatest blessings we can receive, and I hope you will have your notebook and pencil ready for this study from the Word of God.

Our subject this morning is "The Great Cloud of Witnesses." Hebrews 12:1. "Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us."

You recognize immediately that the word "wherefore" throws us back to the chapter preceding and what the writer is summing up at this time. In this verse he sums up the main teaching of what he is trying to get at in the entire chapter 11, which is one of the greatest chapters in the Bible, one of the greatest encouragements to the people of God and warnings to the unsaved. We read then in this verse 1 that we Christians, believers on the Lord Jesus are "compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses."

Notice that expression, "a cloud of witnesses." A large number of witnesses. There have been two ideas about this passage. First of all, a very attractive idea has been that these witnesses, with which believers are compassed about, are spectators in heaven, saints in heaven who behold us down here on earth. There are those who say that this passage alludes to the famous Roman games and Greek games, a big amphitheater, and down on the track below are the participants running the race. Up above them, and surrounding them in the great amphitheater or stadium, are rows upon rows of spectators watching them as they run the race. The idea that they have taken is that the saints who are in heaven, who have lived for God and died and have gone on to heaven, are leaning over the ramparts, beholding US as we down here go through the race of life, as we run life's race. That life IS a race is very definite, because he says, "Let us run with patience THE RACE set before us." This would be a very attractive idea, if you thought of it just for a minute. Of course, there are problems involved, such as the problem of whether they would suffer when they see us doing something wrong or see us in trouble or in suffering. But that is a very attractive idea to some people, because some people WANT to be comforted by the idea that their loved ones, mothers and dads and children and husbands and wives, BEHOLD them as they are running the race down here.

Now that idea, that interpretation of this passage, is not tenable. It isn't true. And there are three reasons that make it very plain why it isn't true.

The first reason is that nowhere in Scripture elsewhere do we read that the saints in heaven behold our actions down here on earth. All the way through the Bible God reveals that the saints in heaven behold the Face of Jesus and the Face of God. They are at Jesus' right hand. To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord. They behold things in heaven. They see the angels and hear them sing. And they are at rest. That is the teaching of the Bible.  But nowhere is there any indication that the saints in heaven BEHOLD US down here on earth as we run life's race.

The second reason, the reason that makes it absolutely fool‑proof that this cannot be the interpretation, is this fact. The word for "witness" is the Greek word martures. It is the word from which we get our word "martyr.” Now the word "martyr" never means "spectator.” It means literally "a testifier,” somebody who testifies about something that he knows very definitely is so, and tells others about it. He testifies, to others, about something he knows. So we cannot read this passage, "Seeing we are also compassed about with so great a cloud of SPECTATORS." The Greek word would never hold it, at all. Nowhere does the Greek word mature mean "spectators.” It always means in Scripture (and it is a familiar word), "to testify or to bear witness." We have the verb, marturomai, which means, "to bear witness,” and the noun, "witness, or martyrs," if you please. A great cloud of TESTIFIERS! People testifying, telling us something by their lives. And, of course, it refers to the lives mentioned in Hebrews 11: Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, and others who are named, Rahab and others who are not named and yet have TESTIFIED by their lives that it pays to serve God, that it is a wonderful victory to serve God, a wonderful privilege to serve God.

So here we have a great cloud of testifiers, people who have borne witness at the jeopardy of their lives to something they KNOW. These people walked with God. They were men and women of faith! And they testify to us that the FAITH LIFE pays off, now and forever. They bear witness to what they know. They walked with God and lived in communion with God and God wrought things through them, mighty things. So they are testifiers unto US.

The third reason why we know this great cloud of witnesses cannot mean "spectators" who watch us from heaven's ramparts as we run the race of life but are rather people, who have TESTIFIED by their lives that it pays to live the faith life, is the fact that chapter 12 and verse 1 refers to chapter 11. "Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of testifiers." This cloud of testifiers, who witnessed to others that it pays to live the life of faith, ARE the men and women mentioned in Hebrews 11. THEY are the cloud of witnesses who testify to us by their lives that it pays to live in communion with God, that it pays to live the life of faith instead of the life of self‑dependence. Faith is the life of dependence upon God. The life of unbelief is the life of dependence upon self.

So these three things militate against the idea that the great cloud of witnesses are "spectators" beholding us. No, they are the people in chapter 11 testifying TO US by the lives they lived, and the blessings of God manifested in their lives, that it pays to live the life of faith. That is the "great cloud of witnesses" that we have here. It is a wonderful, wonderful study.

Now. I want to call your attention then to this fact, that the whole teach​ing of Hebrews 11 is THE LIFE OF FAITH OVER AGAINST THE LIFE OF SELF-DEPENDENCE.

Now what is faith? First of all, we read in the Bible that we are SAVED by faith. Ephesians 2:8. "By grace are ye saved, through faith." Faith means dependence. Not upon SELF; that is unbelief. Faith is dependence UPON GOD THROUGH CHRIST, through the Death of Christ, to take care of us in life and death and bring us to heaven. We are saved when we put our DEPENDENCE upon the LORD. That is the teaching of Romans, the main emphasis of Galatians, the main em​phasis of the Gospel of John. And that faith will always confess CHRIST as Saviour and Lord. So the Christian life BEGINS with FAITH, begins in FAITH.

But that isn't the end of it. It CON​TINUES, as a LIFE of faith! A life liv​ed in dependence upon God and in com​mon WITH God. That is the teaching here in Hebrews 11. "By faith" these men and women saw miracles wrought in their lives. In other words when you have a living faith in God, you are living in communion with Him and in contact with Him and it is evidenced in your life. God DOES certain things for you, IN you, and THROUGH you, that reveals not only to you but to the whole world that you are in touch with GOD and living the FAITH LIFE. That is why I insist that when there is doubt about it and when we cannot find any evidence of God working, it isn't a genuine faith.

Then thirdly, the Christian life not only BEGINS in faith, and CONTIN​UES in faith, but it is BROUGHT TO GLORY, and to the Holy City by faith! It is CONSUMMATED by faith, if you please. Faith WILL bring us to the City of God, as we are going to study in the next two broadcasts, a wonderful teaching along that line.

Now let us see for a moment WHAT FAITH IS. The difference between the FAITH life and the SELF life. I told you that faith is living in dependence upon God, trusting in God, living in utter dependence upon God. And I told you that the life of unbelief is the life that lives in dependence upon self that feels no need of God.

Now that goes back to the key‑pass​age mentioned in Romans and Gala​tians and Hebrews. Habakkuk 2:5, "His soul is lifted up; but the just shall live by faith." That refers to two dif​ferent people. The Lord God, through the prophet, calls attention to the one

man and says, "His soul is lifted up." The Hebrew word for "lifted up" means more literally, "Swollen.” That is, full of pride, prideful, sufficient in himself, without need of God nor man. His soul is lifted up; that is the life of unbelief. The man who feels, "I don't need God to take care of me in life and death. I'll just venture on by myself," is living the life of unbelief. Down through the years God has divid​ed the whole human race into two categories: those who have faith and those who have no faith. Adam had two sons, Cain and Abel. Cain had no faith, and Abel had faith. All of us are lining up behind one of the two, down through the years. I am glad I am among the people of faith.

Now notice Habakkuk 2:5 "His soul is lifted up, swollen, prideful, depend​ing upon self." That is the life of un‑belief. "But THE JUST SHALL LIVE BY FAITH." The man whom God pro​nounces JUST, or RIGHT, that man lives a peculiar life, and it is the life OF FAITH, a life of dependence upon GOD and in communion with GOD. Now there is the difference between the two classes of people in the world. There is a definition of genuine faith. Genuine faith is faith that is not pride​ful, but which humbles itself and cries, "God, be merciful to me a sinner," and "God, take care of me," and says, "The LORD is My Shepherd. I am de​pending upon the Lord to SHEPHERD ME through life and death and bring me Home to heaven." There we have, then, the two categories. And according to Hebrews 12:1, "Compassed about with so great a cloud of TESTIFIERS," to the life of faith, it refers to those worthies of the OLD Testament who proved their faith by their lives and IN their lives. Abel, Enoch, Noah, Ab​raham, Moses, and the other men of God. When you and I have genuine faith, we are saved, and it is manifest​ed in our lives.

Let us remember that there are two classes of people, those who live the FAITH life and those who live the SELF-life. The people who live the SELF-life do so because their souls are swollen, prideful! They don't NEED God, they think, so they are going to live by themselves, and they die by themselves. They get along without God now (they try to) and they try to for eternity. But on the other hand are men and women of faith. The JUST shall live BY FAITH, who come to God and humble themselves and repent and put their trust in Jesus Christ and God the Father, and live in dependence up​on Them.

Now remember, the Christian life BEGINS in faith, and CONTINUES in faith, as God operates through us, and WILL BE CONSUMMATED as faith brings us to the eternal Holy City mentioned in Revelation 21 and 22, toward which every person who has faith IS MOVING.

I see my time is up. I hope these studies of the Word of God are a blessing to you.  God bless you, and goodbye.
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