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The Crowd in the Cloud 
Jeremiah 23:23-29 

23 Am I a God near by, says the LORD, and not a God far off?  24 Who can hide in 

secret places so that I cannot see them? says the LORD. Do I not fill heaven and 

earth? says the LORD.  25 I have heard what the prophets have said who prophesy 

lies in my name, saying, ÒI have dreamed, I have dreamed!Ó  26 How long? Will the 

hearts of the prophets ever turn backÑ those who prophesy lies, and who prophesy 

the deceit of their own heart?  27 They plan to make my people forget my name by 

their dreams that they tell one another, just as their ancestors forgot my name for 

Baal.  28 Let the prophet who has a dream tell the dream, but let the one who has my 

word speak my word faithfully. What has straw in common with wheat? says the 

LORD.  29 Is not my word like fire, says the LORD, and like a hammer that breaks a 

rock in pieces? 

Hebrews 11:29-12:2 
29 By faith the people passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, but when the 

Egyptians attempted to do so they were drowned.  30 By faith the walls of Jericho fell 

after they had been encircled for seven days.  31 By faith Rahab the prostitute did not 

perish with those who were disobedient, because she had received the spies in peace.  

32 And what more should I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, 

Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets--  33 who through faith 

conquered kingdoms, administered justice, obtained promises, shut the mouths of  

lions,  34 quenched raging fire, escaped the edge of the sword, w on strength out of 
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weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight.  35 Women received 

their dead by resur rection. Others were tortured, refusing to accept release, in order 

to obtain a better resurrection.  36 Others suf fered mocking and flogging, and even 

chains and imprisonment.  37 They w ere stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they 

were killed by the sword; they w ent about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, 

persecuted, tormented--  38 of whom the world was not worthy. They wandered in 

deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.  39 Yet all these, though 

they were commended for their faith, did not receive what was promised,  40 since 

God had provided something better so that they would not, apart from us, be made 

perfect.   

12:1 Therefore, since we are sur rounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also 

lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with 

perseverance the race that is set before us, 2 looking to Jesus the pioneer and 

perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured 

the cross, disregarding its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the 

throne of God.   

This is the Word of God for the People of God! 
Thanks be to God!  
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Once there were two evil brothers w ho were exceedingly rich, and used their 

money to keep their evil ways from the public eye. They even attended the same 

church, and from all appearances, they looked to be perfect Christians.  Then their 

pastor retired, and a new one was hired. Not only could he see right through the 

brothersÕ deception, but he also spoke well and true, and the church started to sw ell 

in numbers. So much so, in fact, that a fund-raising campaign was started to build a 

new sanctuary. A round the time that the campaign was begun, one of the brothers 

died suddenly. The remaining brother sought out the new pastor the day before the 

funeral and handed him a check for the entire amount needed to finish paying for the 

new sanctuary building.  ÒI have only one condition,Ó he said. ÒAt his funeral, you 

must say that my brother was a saint.Ó The pastor gave his word, and deposited the 

check.  The next day, at the funeral, the pastor didnÕt hold back. ÒHe was an evil 

man,Ó he said. ÒHe cheated on his wife and abused his family.Ó A fter going on in this 

truthful vein for quite awhile, he concluded with, ÒBut compared to his brother, he 

was a saint.Ó  

ThatÕs what the w riter to the Hebrews does for us todayÑ gives us a 

comparison. Oh, not between bad and bad, but  between good and badÑ between 

those who were winners in the race for faith and those who were losers. Biblical 

scholars donÕt know who actually wrote the letter to the HebrewsÑ but w e do know  

that it is the most eloquent and scholarly Greek of the entire New Testament. The 

author uses the techniques of rhetoric and persuasion so well this epistle reads more 
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like a sermon than a letter and the author is often called Òthe Preacher.Ó In these 

verses that are our  focus today, the Preacher begins by using a rhetorical device 

called an ÒanaphoraÓ by which a main point is highlighted by repeating the phrase, 

Òby faith.Ó By faith, the Israelites walked through the Red Sea but  the Egyptians 

drowned. By faith, the Israelites captured Jericho but those defending it were 

defeated. By faith, Rahab, along with her family, was rescued but the disobedient 

inhabitants of Jericho perished. How  did these ancient people of God, our  own 

spiritual ancestors, win the victory over their ancient foes? Say it with meÑ Òby faith.Ó 

See how that w orks? 

We donÕt know exactly to whom this sermon letter was w ritten; but , we do 

know that this was a little flock who was pooping out , giving up on their struggle for  

the faith. These were a people weary of fighting in apparent futility against the world. 

ÒThey were exhaustedÑ victims of listlessnessÉ .like runners overcome by exhaustion 

and loss of willpower a far distance from the finish line.Ó ÒThey were tired of serving 

the w orld, tired of the spiritual struggle, tired of trying to keep their prayer life 

going, maybe even tired of Jesus.Ó1 Their hands were drooping from dealing with all 

the misunderstandings, the miscommunications; their knees were w eak with trying to 

keep the church going now that so many folks had leftÑ folks that they loved and 

missed. A ttendance was down, morale was at a real low point and they were losing 

their confidence. So familiar? 
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Tom Long summarizes the HebrewsÕ dilemmaÑ and oursÑ by telling about  a 

sticker that someone had been plastered to the wall of a city telephone booth. It read: 

ÒIf you are tired of sin, read John 3:16.Ó Below the sticker was a handw ritten note: 

ÒIf you are not tired of sin, call 555-1176.Ó ÒYes, the PreacherÕs congregation is tired 

all right,Ó says Dr. Long, Òbut they are not exactly tired of sin and it is not precisely 

accurate to say that they are tired of sainthood either. What they are tired of is the 

struggle betw een the two, the constant warfare that trying to be faithful entails.Ó2 

And, I dare say, that we too struggle much like those ancient Hebrew Christians 

struggled. Trying to remain faithful in todayÕs world does indeed feel like warfare; 

even trying to remain faithful in the Church often feels like warfareÑ especially when 

arguments and divisions ariseÉ É w hen the way just doesnÕt seem clear and the 

answers just wonÕt come. A t times it feels like it might be easier to just give upÑ and 

some folks do. Others seek out a place where they can just be anonymous. But faith 

calls us to hang in thereÑ even when the going gets rough.  

I agree with Dr. Alan Culpepper who points out that faith has been presented 

by contemporary Christianity as something simply to be ÒclaimedÓ or as an intellectual 

or emotional response to the preaching of the gospel. Faith is often presented as just 

Òpositive thinkingÓ and the confidence that God will bless us. None of these diluted, 

self-serving imitations of authentic Christian faith can elicit obedience among the 

affluent or endurance among those w ho suf fer. The Preacher wanted those Hebrew  

Christians and us American Christians to understand that the faith that has been 
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passed down to us is not that of Òshrinking violetsÓ but sturdy pioneers of faith. The 

roll call which appears in this 11th chapter of Hebrews reminds us that the faithful are 

made of stubborn stuff indeed.3 

These were folks whose faith allowed them to conquer kingdoms, administer 

justice, obtain promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenche raging fire, escape the edge 

of the sword, win strength out of weakness, becoms mighty in war, and put foreign 

armies to flight. And, I say, ÒAmen, Preach it, Preacher!Ó But then the Preacher goes 

on to tell about the others: the others who, because of their faith, were torturedÉ . 

suf fered mocking and flogging, chains and imprisonment. Others still who were 

stoned to death, sawn in tw o, killed by the swordÉ É GodÕs faithfulÉ w andering 

alone, destitute, persecuted, tormentedÑ and still they didnÕt receive the GodÕs 

promises. ÒOK, Preacher, you can stop now!Ó But this is the faith of the martyrsÑ

those who suf fered and died because they held fast to the truth that Jesus Christ is 

LordÑ not the Emperor, not the King, not any other, only Jesus of Nazareth, GodÕs 

anointed.    

But we have to be very, very careful here how we approach talking about  

suf fering and death for ChristÕs sake.  Many years ago, I worked with a woman 

whose husband beat her severely. She would come to work with black eyes, swollen 

lips, bruises all over her body. When we w ould encourage her to go to a shelter or  

leave her abusive husband, she w ould say, ÒI canÕt. My pastor says that even if he 

beats me to a bloody pulp I have to submit to him, thatÕs my witness for Christ and 
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through it, my husband might become saved.Ó No, no, a thousand times, no! Jesus 

openly, intentionally, and freely resisted the evil being done by those in power, and 

he did so publicly in order to expose the evil of their actions; Jesus suf fered in order 

to pursue GodÕs dream that all creation to be joyful and free. The Romans and some 

of those religious leaders who were corrupt claimed to be doing GodÕs will, but when 

they murdered someone for w elcoming, forgiving, healing, and liberating others, they 

were exposed as doing the very opposite of GodÕs will. ThatÕs quite a contrast with 

abuse which is hidden, happens despite the efforts of the abused person to keep the 

peace, and steals someoneÕs freedom away. Oh, God cares deeply about all suf fering, 

about every death and can and will bring good out of it and give meaning to it. But in 

this particular text, we are speaking about a certain sub-category of suf fering and 

death.   

We are speaking of those who opposed the powers and principalities of evil, the 

organized systems of power and violence that were trying their best to stamp out the 

kingdom of God.  And make no mistake, those powers and principalities are still with 

us today and they command a power so vast that we are tempted to give up the 

good fight, throw in the towel and just go with their evil flow. Yet we are called to 

witness to the redeeming, transforming love of God, ushered in by Christ Jesus. And 

we are able to be victorious over evil because Jesus has blazed the way for us; he is 

the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. 
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ItÕs fairly commonplace experience in our human existence that one person or  

group will often create or develop an idea, a plan, a business or an institution; then 

others will take it and refine and perfect it.  However, here in Hebrews all of the 

work of faith, both creation and perfection are accomplished by one person, Jesus. 

He, according to the Preacher, is the Òprototype,Ó but not one that will ever be 

transcended by subsequent improvements, for he is beginning and ending, the 

prototype and paragon of faith.4  Our ancestors in the faith could run the race of 

faith, enduring all kinds of peril and persecution, even death itself, because Jesus had 

begun the race and finished the race and now  sits at GodÕs right hand in glory.  

The Preacher conjures up images of an Olympic stadium where athletes train and 

prepare and compete with the fiercest of foes. Like the ancient Olympians, these 

athletes have taken off not hair or body weight or clothing, but the sin that w ill weigh 

them down and hinder their performance. And this race is not a sprint; endurance 

will be required. It will be tougher even than the toughest Triathlon. But in the stands 

will be that crow d in the cloudÑ all those heroes who struggled and suf fered and 

hung in there to cross the finish line. These who have already run their races are 

cheering on all of us who are struggling to stay in the race. They know the hardships 

and the heartache, the discouragement and despair; they know the weariness and the 

woundedÑ but above all they know w ho and whose they are.  

One of the crow d in the cloud surely is Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who was 

imprisoned and executed for opposing the evil of Hitler and the Third Riech. He 
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w rote beautifully about  his struggle for faith in the poem, ÒWho Am I?Ó If youÕre 

feeling discouraged and tired; if youÕre feeling like you just canÕt make it across faithÕs 

finish line, let his words encourage you and remind you who and whose you are:  

Who am I? They often tell me 
I should step from my cell's confinement 
calmly, cheerfully, firmly, 
like a squire from his country-house. 

Who am I? They also tell me 
I should bear the days of misfortune 
equably, smilingly, proudly, 
like one accustomed to wining. 

Am I then really all that which other 
men tell of? 
Or am I only what I know  of myself, 
restless and longing and sick, like a bird 
in a cage, struggling for breath, as 
though hands were compressing my 
throat, yearning for colors, for flowers, 
for the voices of birds, thirsting for 
words of kindness,  

for  neighborliness, 
trembling with anger at despotisms and 
petty humiliation, 
tossing in expectations of great events, 
powerlessly trembling for friends at an 
infinite distance, 
weary and empty at praying, at 
thinking, at making, 
faint, and ready to say farewell to it all? 
Who am I? This or the other? 
Am I really one person today and 
tomorrow another? 
Am I both at once? A  hypocrite before 
others, and before myself a 
contemptibly woebegone weakling? 
Or is something within me still like a 
beaten army, fleeing in disorder from 
victory already achieved? 

Who am I? They mock me, these lonely questions of mine. 
Whoever I  am, thou knowest, O God, I am thine. 

In the name of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, AMEN. 
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