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A Great Cloud of Witnesses 
(Hebrews 12:1-2)
Responding to a question concerning the Cloud of Witnesses
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Passage (Hebrews 12:1-2)
NKJV

1 Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a 
cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin 
which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the 
race that is set before us, 2 looking unto Jesus, the author and 
finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him 
endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at 
the right hand of the throne of God. (Hebrews 12:1-2)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c012.htm#Heb._C12V1


The Cloud of Witnesses
The simple answer …

The simple answer: the cloud of witnesses refers back to all the people mentioned in the 
previous chapter: often known as the "Hall of Faith" (Hebrews 11). The faith-filled 
actions of these individuals provide a manifold witness of how believers of every 
generation should believe and obey God. 
But . . . it is helpful to examine aspects of the cloud of witnesses more closely. 

What we'll cover: the "cloud of witnesses" in context 
•The Need of Endurance (Hebrews 10) 
•The Hall of Faith (Hebrews 11) 
•The Response of the Believer (Hebrews 12, application)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V1
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c010.htm#Heb._C10V1
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V1
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c012.htm#Heb._C12V1


The Need of Endurance (Hebrews 10)
What motivated the masterful “Hall of Faith” passage?

35 Therefore do not cast away your confidence, which has great reward. . . . 38 Now 
the just shall live by faith . . . 39 But we are not of those who draw back to perdition, 
but of those who believe to the saving of the soul. (Hebrews 10:35-39) 

• The constant reality of the life of the believer: draw back, or believe? Trust my 
assessment or trust what God has said? 

• The task of the author of Hebrews, indeed, the task of all shepherds of God's 
people 
• Ⓐ Understand what God has said . . . 

• Ⓑ Believe what God has said . . . 

• Ⓒ Live accordingly (obedience)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c010.htm#Heb._C10V35


The Hall of Faith (Hebrews 11)
Real people demonstrating real faith …

"By faith . . ." we understand, Abel offered, Enoch was taken, 
Noah prepared, Abraham obeyed, Sarah bore, Abraham offered 
up, Isaac blessed, Jacob blessed, Joseph gave instructions, 
Moses' parents hid, Moses forsook, Israel passed through, 
Rahab received, etc. 

◦The phrase "by faith" 
▪Drawn from "the just shall live by faith" (Habakkuk 2:4), cited in the previous chapter 

(Hebrews 10:38) 
▪Emphasizes by being repeated 18 times as the enabling/motivating power behind the 

examples cited

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b35c002.htm#Hab._C2V4
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c010.htm#Heb._C10V38


Faith in Action
Faith informs action producing unexpected results …

• Faith - intangible, invisible (internal to believers) 
• Action - observable, measurable (external to believers) 

• Two different kinds of actions are in view 
• Action based on natural understanding: what is seen, what "makes sense," "seems 

reasonable." 
• Action based on faith: what is unseen, considered certain, "nonsensical or 

unreasonable" to those lacking faith 
• Faith (in what God has said) → produces → Action (out-of-step with natural understanding) 

• Noah prepared an Ark - a huge boat project spanning many years, far from a major body 
of water, to carry all kinds of living creatures. Are you kidding?! 

• Abraham offered up Isaac. Child sacrifice? His only son of old age?! 
• Walls of Jericho fell down. Just by circling and shouting?!



Faith
Three important principles …

• ① Faith provides evidence of things which cannot be seen, things immaterial or 
yet future 

• ② Faith empowers patience and endurance 

• ③ Faith is required to please God



Faith
Provides evidence of things which cannot be seen …

1 Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not 
seen. (Hebrews 11:1) (NKJV) 

• substance . . . evidence (NKJV) 
• assurance . . . conviction (ESV, NASB95) 
• being sure . . . being certain (NIV84) 
• being sure . . . being convinced (NET) 
• reality . . . proof (HCSB) 

• Evidence (NKJV) is ἔλεγχος, “evidence for, proof.”3 This is the meaning favored 
by the NKJV and HCSB translations.

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V1


Faith as Evidence
Jesus said as much to Nicodemus …

 6 "That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7 "Do 
not marvel that I said to you, 'You must be born again.' 8 "The wind blows where it wishes, 
and you hear the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes. So is 
everyone who is born of the Spirit." (John 3:6-8) 

• Faith is empowered by God's Spirit — thus the need to be born of the Spirit 
• Wind blows — but cannot be seen, it is invisible 
• But you can hear the sound — caused by those physical things which are moved by the 

wind 
• The wind is the invisible "mover" and the sound, produced by physical things it moves, 

provides evidence of the wind — which cannot be seen, but can be felt and heard 
• "So is everyone who is born of the Spirit" — moved/controlled by the Spirit (which can't be 

seen) and their actions provide evidence of God working through them

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b43c003.htm#John_C3V6


Faith as Evidence
The first example in the Hall of Faith…

3 By faith we understand that the worlds [physical, seen] were framed by 
the word of God [unseen], so that the things which are seen [visible] 
were not made of things which are visible [unseen]. (Hebrews 11:3) 

• Things invisible (God's Spirit) → produces → things seen (the creation) 
• (This also explains why materialism cannot adequately explain reality, which 

includes the immaterial realm.) 
• Paul draws on this idea in the first chapter of the book of Romans: For since the 

creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by 
the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are 
without excuse (Romans 1:20)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V3
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b45c001.htm#Rom._C1V20


Faith Empowers Patience and Endurance
Seeing things from God’s perspective …

13 These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen 
them afar off were assured of them . . . (Hebrews 11:13) 

• Faith extends our view beyond the "now" to account for what we believe the future 
holds 

• Willingness to defer the here-and-now in return for a more-glorious future reality 
• Jesus, for the joy set before Him endured the cross (Hebrews 12:2, discussed below) 
• Jesus looked through a "faith telescope" past the suffering of the cross to the joy of 

what would be accomplished on the other side 
• His actions did not "make sense" to the natural mind — the Creator of the universe: 

accepted mocking and ridicule, mounted no defense, allowed His Own creatures to 
kill Him!

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V13
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c012.htm#Heb._C12V2


God’s Timing Necessitates Delay
The witness of the Church is not yet complete …

39 All of these having obtained a good testimony through faith, did not receive the 
promise, 40 God having provided something better for us, that they should not be made perfect 
apart from us. (Hebrews 11:39-40) 

• Another reason why their promises were deferred: "that they should not be made perfect apart from 
us" (NKJV) 
• "they would be made perfect together with us" (NET) 
• "they would not be made perfect without us" (HCSB) 

• Perfect is from τελειόω 
• From telos - which includes the idea of "completeness, purpose, goal" 

• The delay between God's spoken Word and its arrival ("thy kingdom come, they will be done") is 
intentional 

• Such that we, and saints to come beyond us, have opportunity to serve as witnesses to God's work 
in the midst of a disbelieving world

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V39


Church History Enlarges the Cloud
A “living addendum” to the “Hall of Faith” and cloud of witnesses …
9 When He opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God 
and for the testimony which they held. 10 And they cried with a loud voice, saying, "How long, O Lord, holy and true, 
until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?" 11 Then a white robe was given to each of 
them; and it was said to them that they should rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants 
and their brethren, who would be killed as they were, was completed. (Revelation 6:9-11) 

• God's people, animated by His Spirit, have an unfinished role in history: providing an ongoing witness. Their behavior 
cannot be explained by natural means — but only by the supernatural empowerment of the Spirit. 

7 And shall God not avenge His own elect who cry out day and night to Him, though He bears long with them? 8 I tell you that 
He will avenge them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will He really find faith on the earth? (Luke 18:7-8) 

• A rhetorical question . . . if God continues to delay responding to the cries of His elect, will faith endure until the Second 
Coming? 

• The natural response: NO. Faith will perish due to the lengthy delay before God judges. 
• The supernatural response: YES. Faith will continue to the very end, but only because of the continued presence and 

power of God's Spirit!

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b66c006.htm#Rev._C6V9
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Faith Required to Please God
Getting to first base …

6 But without faith, it is impossible to please Him, . . . (Hebrews 11:6) 

• Belief that God (invisible, immaterial, Spirit) exists 

• Belief in what God has said, which frequently contradicts what "makes 
sense" or "seems reasonable" — creation in six days; earth before sun, 
moon, stars; virgin birth; resurrection from the dead 

• Reality check: am I an “inconsistent believer”?

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V6


Our Response as Believers (Hebrews 12)
Applying what we’ve learned …

1 Therefore we also, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily 
ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before 
us, 2 looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the 
joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and 
has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 For consider Him 
who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, lest you 
become weary and discouraged in your souls. 4 You have not yet 
resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin. (Hebrews 12:1-4)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c012.htm#Heb._C12V1


Empowered/Motivated by the Cloud
People just like us walked by faith …
• When we consider the unnatural things God's people did in the past, we are motivated to live 

in a similar way. 
• When we live in such a way, we provide material, visible, evidence that God's invisible Spirit is 

at work within us. 
• This provides a witness to the unsaved world, because we live in a way which challenges — 

runs counter to the motivations and expectations of — the secular culture. 
• "What is it with these Christians? How do they have such joy? How can they face death 

without fear? How can they forgive as they do? How can they love as they do? Why do they 
choose to die rather than recant?" 

• In the ultimate case, the death of martyrs provides evidence of a greater, unseen, truth — the 
certainty of life beyond the grave (John 11:25). 

• None of this is natural — the world is fallen, full of pain, people are sinful, death is 
certain. 32 . . . If the dead do not rise, "Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we 
die!" (1Cor. 15:32b)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b43c011.htm#John_C11V25
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Surrounded
We, in our time, are part of the living cloud of witnesses …
• We are immersed within the cloud — part of the cloud — as it grows throughout Church history 

down to our day. 
• Hebrews 11 is a summary drawn from among those most notable from the OT. 
• A NT example: Stephen 

• 59 And they stoned Stephen as he was calling on God and saying, "Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit." 60 Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not charge them with this 
sin." And when he had said this, he fell asleep. (Acts 7:59-60) 

• This is not the natural reaction of someone who is the process of being killed! 
His action provided evidence of something that could not be seen: the supernatural 
empowerment of the Spirit indwelling Stephen. 

• Since then, there have been countless others that "by faith" took actions that are contrary to secular 
norms, acting upon the principles of God's Word through the power of the Spirit. 

• Believers in this generation are an extension of this cloud of witnesses: our actions testify to the 
(often invisible) work of God in the world. 

• Each believer is born "for such a time as this" (Est. 4:14).

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c011.htm#Heb._C11V1
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b44c007.htm#Acts_C7V59
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Why a “Cloud”?
Is something more implied?
• May just convey the concept of a large number, viewed indistinctly, as a single group 
• But I believe there is something more, considering the underlying theme: making that which is 

invisible visible. 
• Similar to incidents recorded in both OT and NT where a cloud provided a visible manifestation of 

God's presence, which would otherwise be invisible 
◦OT examples 
▪ The presence of the Lord leading Israel in the wilderness, 21 And the LORD went before them 

by day in a pillar of cloud to lead the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so as 
to go by day and night. (Exodus 13:21) 
▪ The presence of the Lord at the dedication of Solomon's Temple, 10 And it came to pass, when 

the priests came out of the holy place, that the cloud filled the house of the LORD, 11 so that the 
priests could not continue ministering because of the cloud; for the glory of the LORD filled the 
house of the LORD. (1 Kings 8:10-11) 

◦NT example: the transfiguration, 7 And a cloud came and overshadowed them; and a voice came 
out of the cloud, saying, "This is My beloved Son. Hear Him!" (Mark 9:7)

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b02c013.htm#Ex._C13V21
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b11c008.htm#1K._C8V10
https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b41c009.htm#Mark_C9V7


Why a “Cloud”
A visible manifestation of God’s presence …
•The cloud functions as a Theophany, “the temporary appearance or 
manifestation of a divine being in a form that can be apprehended by the human 
senses”4 

•The defining characteristic of a theophany is that it involves God becoming 
visible or tangible to people in some concrete way. 

• In a similar way, actions taken "by faith" — made possible by the work of the 
Spirit within the believer — manifest the presence of God. 

•There is a sense in which the life of the believer, when walking in the Spirit, is a 
"theophany" (with a lowercase "t" 😉) - God's presence, within the believer, is 
manifested to others.



How then Shall we Live?
Understanding → belief → action
• "Therefore" (Hebrews 12:1) 
◦ The hinge from understanding (study, learning) 

to application (living) 
▪We can't live out what we don't understand 
▪We won't live out what we don't believe 

• "Since we are surrounded” (v. 2) 
◦ "lay aside" 
◦ "run with endurance" 
◦ "looking unto Jesus" 

• Jesus as an example of the principle of "by faith" 
— patience and endurance 
◦ "for the joy set before him" — by faith, looking 

beyond the immediate, what can only be seen 
by the eye 

◦ "endured the cross, despising the shame" — 
patiently endured knowing the certainty of what 
would follow 
◦ "sat down at the right hand of the throne of God" 

— His rightful, glorified position during this age 
◦ Jesus' actions leading up the cross do not make 

sense to the natural eye 
◦ They witness to a perspective, motivation, and 

belief which would otherwise remain invisible, 
were it not for the cross 

• Who can we look to as examples and for 
motivation to enable us to live "by faith"? 
◦ All those mentioned in Hebrews 11 
◦ Saints throughout history — beyond the OT, 

even beyond the NT 
◦ Jesus is the ultimate example

https://spiritandtruth.org/bibles/nasb/b58c012.htm#Heb._C12V1
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