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The Great Cloud of Witnesses 

Hebrews 12:1-2 

 

 On the Christian calendar, today, November 1, is All Saints’ Day. 

 In the early church, as many Christians endured persecution and even martyrdom for their 

faith in Christ, the practice of remembering those martyrs on the anniversaries of their deaths 

quickly developed. Over the centuries, other notable Christians were remembered on certain days 

of the year. In time, the calendar became full of such days. Many others were worthy of being 

remembered, so Christians began to observe All Saints’ Day. 

 Now while our Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic brothers and sisters regard certain 

exemplary believers as saints, as Baptists we seek to follow the older biblical understanding that 

all believers are saints, since  God has set us apart for his purposes. Some are good and faithful 

saints and thus worthy examples to follow, others not so much. But by the biblical definition, we 

who trust in Jesus Christ are all saints. Paul even referred to the Christians in Corinth who 

struggled with all kinds of sin and corruption in their congregation as “saints.” 

Interestingly, the New Testament never uses the word in the singular except in Philippians 

4:21, and there it’s in Paul’s instruction to “Greet every saint in Christ Jesus.”
1
 The sense is 

always plural 

 All that to say that for us as Baptists, All Saints’ Day is a day when we remember all those 

who have gone before us, and especially those of our own number who have died over the past 

year. 

 Now many churches in our country, perhaps including Smithwood, have often remembered 

our deceased members on the Sunday of Memorial Day weekend. But I think it’s much more 

appropriate to do this according to the Christian calendar, and to let Memorial Day stand as a 

civic holiday with its original purpose of honoring the memory of those who died in service to 

our country. 

 So today we remember the saints gone before us, and especially those who have gone from 

among us this past year. 

 

Biblical saints 

In the passage just prior to our text for today, the writer of Hebrews reminds us of some of 

the saints we encounter in Scripture. They were by no means perfect, but the overall pattern of 

their lives was one of faith. 

As he discusses the nature and necessity of faith in the Christian life at the end of chapter 10, 
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the writer alludes to the relationship between faith and salvation, quoting Habakkuk 2:3-4. He 

emphasizes that saving faith is persevering faith. Then in 11:1, he gives that marvelous, classic 

definition of faith—“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen.” It’s believing God about what he has promised, and being certain that, even though we 

can’t see it now, what he has said and promised will come to pass. 

Then the writer does a powerful thing. He points to the saints of old as examples of genuine 

faith, reminding us of how God worked in and through them as they trusted him.  

“By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain . . .” 

“By faith Enoch was taken up so that he should not see death . . .” 

 By faith Noah built the ark to save his family from the flood, “condemned the world and 

became an heir of the righteousness that comes by faith.” 

By faith Abraham obeyed God when he called him to go to a place he would later inherit, 

even though he didn’t know where it was. Like Isaac and Jacob after him, “he made his home in 

the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country” (NIV), living in tents. But it wasn’t for 

naught; “he was looking forward to that city with foundations, whose architect and builder is 

God” (NIV). 

It was by faith that Abraham and Sarah were able to have Isaac, even though Abraham was 

old and Sarah was barren and well past the child-bearing years.  

All these people, the writer tells us, were still living by faith when they died. They were sure 

of what they hoped for, even though they didn’t yet receive what was promised. They saw these 

things from a distance and welcomed them. Even though they didn’t see what was promised up 

close, they were certain of it. They lived and died in faith. They “acknowledged that they were 

strangers and exiles on the earth,” and that they were looking for a country to call home—not 

where they had come from, not even this world. They were pilgrims looking and longing for that 

heavenly homeland. And God is not ashamed to be called their God. He won’t disappoint them, 

because he has prepared a city for them! 

Indeed, biblical heroes abound. The writer of Hebrews mentions a multitude of them. 

Besides those in the first half of the chapter, he goes on to remind us that Abraham believed that 

if he obeyed God and went through with sacrificing Isaac, God would raise Isaac from the dead 

in order to keep his promise to Abraham through Isaac. The writer points to the faith of Isaac, 

Jacob, Moses, the Israelites at the Red Sea and at Jericho, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, 

Jepthah, David, Samuel, the prophets, and a host of others—including those who endured 

faithfully as they were persecuted, tortured, or martyred for their faith. Isn’t it interesting that the 

writer points to those for whom their earthly outcome wasn’t so good and lauds their faith as 

well as that of those who won great victories in this life? 

To these we would have to add New Testament heroes—of course the Apostle Paul, not to 

mention the Apostles Peter, James, and John. We couldn’t forget Barnabas and Silas and 

Timothy. And what about Priscilla and Aquila, Apollos, and Phoebe? How about Mary the 

mother of Jesus, and Mary Magdalene, and Martha and her sister Mary? The list from the New 

Testament could go on and on. 

 

Historical saints 

But faith and faithfulness didn’t die with the first Christians. The history of the church is 

replete with other heroes. Like Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna in the early second century. 

During the persecution in the ancient Roman province of Asia, the authorities tried over and over 

to persuade him to recant his faith and to deny Christ. But he steadfastly refused, saying, “For 
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eighty-six years I have served him, and he has done me no wrong; how then can I blaspheme my 

King who has saved me?” He refused to deny Christ to save his own life, standing steadfast and 

faithful as they burned him at the stake.
2
  

There were other heroes as well, like Perpetua and Felicitas, a noble young mother and her 

servant-girl from Carthage in North Africa, who when they became Christians in A.D. 203, were 

both arrested and later put into the arena with the beasts. With her infant son in his arms, 

Perpetua’s father begged her to deny her faith in Christ so she could live, but she refused and 

faced the beasts and gladiators.
3
 

Like the writer of Hebrews, I don’t have time to tell about Ireneaus, Chrysostom, and 

Augustine, or Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, and Bucer. And what about our Baptist forebears like 

John Bunyan, William Screven, Richard Furman, Shubael Stearns, William Carey, Andrew 

Fuller, Adoniram and Ann Judson, Luther Rice, Charles Spurgeon, John Broadus, Lottie Moon, 

Annie Armstrong, George W. Truett, and a host of others? 

 

Saints I have known 

None of us knew them. But that doesn’t mean we haven’t known saints. I knew Mrs. Beulah 

Ray. I’ll never forget how when I made my profession of faith at seven years old, she put her 

arms around me when she came by to greet me, saying, “I’ve been praying for this for a long 

time. You’re one of us now; you do a good job!”  

I knew my grandfather, the Reverend Eric D. Gaskins and my grandmother, Mrs. Mae 

Gaskins. Although dementia took Granddaddy’s mind before I could know him well, I’ve come 

to realize that even though he never had the opportunity for any formal education, he was the one 

who left me a heritage of faith and learning. He was a bi-vocational minister, serving small 

churches for years alongside of first sawmilling, then storekeeping, then farming. I inherited his 

preaching Bible and the few books he had. The cover was worn off his Bible, and the backs were 

worn completely off several volumes of his Matthew Henry Commentary. Grandma labored 

faithfully alongside him for years. She was actually Jo Ann’s Sunday School teacher. And she 

was determined that I would get an education, to prepare me to serve however and wherever God 

might want to use me. 

Though he was small in stature, my older cousin the Reverend Eugene Gaskins stood tall for 

the Lord. His love for the Lord and the Lord’s church, for preaching and preachers, for the Bible 

and learning impacted me. 

And the influence of the Reverend Bruce Christopher and his dear wife Clevie still lingers, as 

does that of my beloved college professor Donald Keyser and seminary professors John Steely, 

John Carlton, and Don Cook. 

 

Smithwood saints 

There have been many saints in this sacred place and this community. At our recent 170
th

 

anniversary, we remembered our founders—the Smiths and the Karnes—and a host of other 

faithful saints, both ministers and laypeople, who for 170 years have served God faithfully in this 

place. We thought about how through the ups and the downs, the prosperity and the adversities, 

the great opportunities and the difficult challenges, the ebb and the flow of life as a congregation, 

they trusted God for his guidance and provision, leaving us a faithful example. You knew some 

of them personally, and I did too. And today we remember them and give thanks.  
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The cloud of witnesses 

 The writer of Hebrews went on to offer this challenge that we find in our text. Using the 

image of the arena where races would be held, he said that the saints gone before us have run the 

race and finished their course, and now they’ve entered the stands to watch and to cheer us on. 

We’re surrounded by this great cloud of witnesses. They support us and encourage us by their 

example. 

 And what is it that they encourage us to do? To “run with perseverance the race that is set 

before us, looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith” (12:1-2, RSV). He has run this 

race of faithfulness to the Father before us, enduring the cross, despising the shame, and being 

exalted now to sit at the Father’s right hand! 

 So while we remember the saints, we look to him, for he is our goal and the one who gives us 

the strength to live faithfully for him. 
 

MEG 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version

®
. 

2 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 5.1 – 16.2. 
3
 The Martydom of Perpetua and Felicitas (Ante-Nicene Fathers 3:697-706). 


