
Gregg Koskela 

Hebrews 11 gives us a “who’s who” of people of faith and calls them 
our cloud of witnesses. This cloud serves as an example to us. It even 
says they are cheering us on, challenging us to live with faithfulness as 
we fix our eyes on Jesus and run the race set before us. This week, 
we’ll look at people from the Bible and from history who are in our 
cloud of witnesses, giving us a picture of what faithfulness looks like. 

I’ve been married to Elaine for 24 years, and we are the parents of 
Natalie (20), Hayley (17), and Aubrey (12). We are pictured above at 
the top of Pendle Hill in England, where George Fox looked out and 
envisioned a great people gathered by the Lord. 

More about each of the people in the following devotionals is available 
at http://outofdoubt.wordpress.com/category/cloud-of-witnesses/  
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Sunday 
August 10 Cloud of Witnesses 

BIBLE READING: Hebrews 11:1—12:3 
Some of my favorite pictures are taken by accident. At track 
meets, I’m focused on the action, and when I get home and 
look at the pictures, I realize I’ve captured something I missed 
in real time. A couple of years ago at my daughter’s track 
meet, I was snapping the finish of an extremely close 4x400 
relay. When I got home, I realized I had caught the first three 
runners of the relay in the background, cheering with all their 
might as the final runner strained for the finish. 

I’ve learned how much running is a mixture of the 
physical and the mental. You have to ignore those voices in 
your head telling you that you’re too tired, that you can’t do it. 
Believing you can is one of the hardest battles. Having others 
say, “You can do it!”—especially when they are your team-
mates who’ve gone before—that’s priceless. 

The author of Hebrews looks at these saints—these 
people who were ancient history even at the time the letter 
was written—and yanks them to the present. The author 
paints a picture of the track arena and says that these wonder-
ful examples who’ve gone before us surround us with encour-
agement. Their example cheers us on to give our all as we run 
the race. 

Give it our all! Throw off everything that slows us down. 
Throw off all the doubts that we don’t measure up or don’t 
matter. Deal with the sin in our lives—not by denial, not by 
comparing ourselves to others, but by admitting it and asking 
forgiveness and having God cast it aside. And then go! Run 
the race ahead of us with perseverance, giving it all we have 
as the witnesses cheer us on. 

SONG: I Sing a Song of the Saints of God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me fix my eyes on 

Jesus and give it my all! 
—Gregg Koskela 
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Monday 
August 11 

BIBLE READING: Acts 9:26-27 
Saul was the biggest example of many who were doing every-
thing they could to threaten and stomp out those who first 
followed Jesus Christ. Early Christians were a small minority: 
not in power, in danger of losing everything, including their 
lives. Imagine the first stories that got out about how Saul was 
no longer their enemy—now he followed Jesus! I’m sure some 
believed, but think about human nature. Think about our 
world. Think how distrustful people usually are. 

Imagine if renowned atheist and church critic Richard 
Dawkins all of a sudden changed his tune and started preach-
ing Jesus. We’d be skeptical! Now imagine he had first been 
given power by the government to imprison anyone who 
claimed the name of Christ. That gives you an idea of what it 
would have felt like to have Saul saying he converted. Who’s 
going to risk joining with someone like that? The leaders of 
the church in Jerusalem didn’t. 

When the Christian church accepted Saul, it literally 
changed the course of history. And it happened because 
Barnabas was brave enough to risk talking to the enemy, then 
advocating for him to have a place. 

This simple example alone is enough to challenge me 
greatly. Am I willing to build bridges instead of walls? Am I 
willing to trust that God can change anyone? Am I willing to 
stick my neck out on behalf of someone else who is scary to 
my community? 

SONG: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, with whom should I build 

a bridge? 
—Gregg Koskela 

Barnabas 
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Tuesday 
August 12 J. R. R. Tolkien 

BIBLE READING: Luke 9:23-25 
I honestly think I understand what Jesus said in Luke 9 more 
deeply because of Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. I fell in 
love with these books in the fifth grade, and these richly in-
ventive stories of sacrifice and hope taught me important 
truths—God-shaped truths—about life. They taught me to 
resist the corrupting influence of power, and the rightness of 
sacrificing for the sake of others. I resist labeling and stereo-
typing people because of these books, holding to the truth that 
even the best can make terrible choices and even the worst are 
capable of redemption. 

Tolkien was shaped by the Bible and faith, and he put it 
in his writings. And God’s Spirit used those glimpses to shape 
me and to make the Bible come alive in truth for me. What a 
beautiful sign of God’s faithful, collaborative work! What 
power we are given as God co-labors and creates through us in 
the world! God continues to speak through us in our various 
creations. Your words, your art, your life can speak the truth 
of God just as well as Tolkien did for me. God can inhabit 
your life for the sake of others, just as God did in Tolkien’s 
writings, even as the Spirit inhabits the Bible and gives it 
power! 

Today, my hope and prayer is that we will open our 
eyes wide to all the ways God is speaking to us through peo-
ple and art and the world. My hope and prayer is that we will 
follow Christ with deep faithfulness and sacrifice. My hope 
and prayer is that we will allow God to speak and create 
through us, so that our words, our art, our lives can speak the 
truth of God and shape our world! 

SONG: I Surrender All 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, what shall I give up for 

someone else today? 
—Gregg Koskela 
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Wednesday 
August 13 Priscilla 

BIBLE READING: Acts 18:18-26 
The first time Paul came to Ephesus, he stirred the place up 
like a stick in a hornet’s nest, with the whole town rioting and 
ready to kill him not long after he and Barnabas arrived. 

Priscilla and her husband are a different sort of people. 
Having already been refugees, kicked out of Rome because of 
the uproar Jews caused there, they have learned how to go to a 
new place, keep a low profile, and build relationships. So 
they establish themselves in Ephesus; while worshiping with 
the Jews in the synagogue, they see Apollos come in, exercis-
ing his strong speaking ability. 

They do what they do best—they invite him into their 
home. They live their lives, and as they fix their eyes on Jesus, 
they are in tune with the people around them. When they see 
individuals with potential, they welcome them in and see 
what they can do to equip them for whatever God has called 
them to do. 

You and I can do that, can’t we? We can make ourselves 
available to God, eyes open for others to whom we can give 
time and a welcoming friendship. 

But I also like seeing that there is more to Priscilla than 
just hospitality. She is wise and discerning. Apollos speaks 
boldly: he’s educated, and he knows Jesus. Priscilla and her 
husband appreciate this, and they also notice that some things 
are lacking. There’s more that this learned man can be taught. 
Priscilla is named first, unusual for a woman. She takes the 
lead in bringing Apollos up to speed. She ministers in the 
kingdom of God. 

SONG: Take My Life and Let It Be 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, I offer what I do 

best to you. 
—Gregg Koskela 
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Thursday 
August 14 Gregory of Nazianzus 

BIBLE READING: John 17:20-23 
Gregory of Nazianzus was tremendously influential in the 
early church. In a time when some taught that Jesus wasn’t 
always divine, when some taught that the Holy Spirit wasn’t 
fully God, Gregory was a key figure in teaching the Trinity. 

In John 17, Jesus prayed for us to experience the same 
oneness he felt in his very being, his very existence in an 
eternal love relationship with Father and Holy Spirit. That’s 
why we emphasize that God is love! That’s why “they will 
know you are my disciples by your love.” That’s why the 
church at its best makes a mark on the world by how we treat 
each other and the poor and neglected in the world. 

One of Gregory’s sermons captures our invitation to be 
like Jesus, to love God and be loved completely: 

Let us become like Christ, since Christ became like us. 

Let us become Divine for His sake, since for us He be-
came [Human] 

He assumed the worse that He might give us the better. 
He became poor that by His poverty we might become 
rich. He accepted the form of a servant that we might 
win back our freedom. 

He came down that we might be lifted up. He was 
tempted that through Him we might conquer. He was 
dishonored that He might glorify us. He died that He 
might save us. He ascended that He might draw to Him-
self us, who were thrown down through the fall of sin. 

Let us give all, offer all, to Him who gave Himself a 
Ransom and Reconciliation for us. 

SONG: We Are the Family of God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, thank you for all you’ve 

given us. Help us live like Christ! 
—Gregg Koskela 
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Friday 
August 15 Daniel 

BIBLE READING: Daniel 6 (or the whole book!) 
Sometimes we kill ourselves with duty. Other times we resist 
discipline and pattern so much that we wander into doing 
things we can’t believe we let ourselves do. 

Yet at our best, I think we are like Daniel. We do regular 
things we know will put us in the right place to hear from 
God. We restrain ourselves from things we know will hurt us. 
We seek encounters with God, and when we hear and under-
stand, we boldly obey. When we don’t understand, we thank 
God anyway. We don’t get crushed when things go wrong, 
because we aren’t under any mistaken belief that if I am obe-
dient to God, everything will go right for me. 

So, to all of you free-spirit Quakers, seeking God every-
where and anywhere, not wanting to be hemmed in by expec-
tations and boxes: remember that you are grafted into the body 
of Christ, connected forever to people you may or may not 
like. Remember that sometimes discipline is needed. 

And to all of you disciplined, quiet time observing, 
Bible studious people: remember our God who is concerned 
with justice for the oppressed; remember Jesus who said we 
do good things to him when we do them to the least of these. 

And to all of you who have experienced the joy and 
freedom of forgiveness and new life after repentance: remem-
ber our God who still says, “Be holy, as I am holy.” 

And for all of us who, like the disciples, cry out in exas-
peration, “Who then can be saved? (Luke 18:26): remember 
Jesus gently saying, “All things are possible with God” (Mark 
10:27) and, “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 
14:6). 

SONG: At All Times 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, help me find all sorts of 

ways to encounter and obey you. 
—Gregg Koskela 
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Saturday 
August 16 Billy Graham 

BIBLE READING: John 3:1-21 
Billy Graham at his best reminds us that new life with God 
through Jesus Christ is possible. If we are willing to humble 
ourselves and ask forgiveness, God can give us a new heart, 
the power to live differently. 

I believe God can and does do it—God has done it many 
times in me! Yet it has never been as simple as Graham some-
times made it sound. Each time I would think, “This is it! I’ll 
never be the same.” And in one way that was true, but in 
other ways I found myself making the same mistakes again. 
There have been times where I cried out to God in desperation 
and repentance but didn’t really feel any kind of change or 
help at all. 

I believe several truths that don’t necessarily fit together 
perfectly. First, we do need to say yes to God. Decisions of 
repentance and obedience are necessary. Second, it isn’t 
magic. It isn’t computer code. I can’t input spiritual activities 
and get out exactly what I want in the same way every time. I 
don’t know why, but it just doesn’t work that way, despite 
how it sometimes sounds when preachers preach. Third, 
God’s work in my life is not ultimately dependent on me 
getting my act together, on me praying or doing the right 
thing. 

I don’t know how it works that decisions are necessary 
and that God’s work in the world isn’t dependent on us get-
ting it right, but my experience is that both are true. 

May we all understand what God has done for us in 
Christ, and experience the power of healing and transforma-
tion when we choose to follow Jesus. 

SONG: Just As I Am 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, create a new heart 

in me, in my messy life! 
—Gregg Koskela 


