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1. Oh, for a faith that will not shrink, 

Though pressed by every foe, 

That will not tremble on the brink 

Of any earthly woe! 

2. That will not murmur nor complain 

Beneath the chast’ning rod, 

But, in the hour of grief or pain, 

Will lean upon its God. 

3. A faith that shines more bright and clear 

When tempests rage without; 

That when in danger knows no fear, 

In darkness feels no doubt. 

4. Lord, give me such a faith as this, 

And then, whate’er may come, 

I’ll taste, e’en here, the hallowed bliss 

Of an eternal home. 

--William H. Bathurst-- 
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Lesson One: The Sustaining Nature of Faith 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 

For by it the men of old gained approval. 

A Common Thread:  

  In the greater context of the Hebrew letter, we will recall that the author is urgently trying to 

convince these Jewish Christians not to turn their backs on their commitment to Jesus. Make no 

mistake, these brethren were facing some very serious trials, persecutions, and heavy doubts.  

What is it that can carry them through these temporary difficulties and see them firmly 

established? Faith. Faith is what accomplished amazing feats of endurance and is what pushed many 

to make the difficult but needed choices in their lives. Faith is what caused men and women to face 

trials with resilience. Even though the names in Hebrews 11 are separated by lifetimes of hundreds 

and sometimes even thousands of years, every life mentioned here is bound together by the common 

and unbreakable bond of faith. 

But What is Faith?  

   The opening words of our chapter defines it as “the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.”  Two words stand out in this text: Assurance and Conviction. Those 

are both very strong words. 

 Some translations render this as the word substance. The word in the Greek text is ὑπόστασις 

hupŏstasis, (hoop-os´-tas-is) and is a combination of terms that means “a setting under”. Have you 

ever done any work building a deck for your back yard? Or maybe you’ve been under the crawlspace 

of your home. Would you feel very comfortable if there were no support beams underneath the floor 

in your living room? How excited would you be to host that BBQ if you knew that everyone would be 

standing on a deck without anything supporting the weight of the people and the structure? The 

writer is saying that faith is supposed to be the “setting under” of our hope. Everything that 

Jesus said and did while He was on Earth—all of the facts and testimony about Him—those are the 

beams of support that we stand on. 

Now what about conviction? Other translations might have the word evidence. The word in the 

Greek text is ἔλεγχος ĕlĕgchŏs, (el´-eng-khos) and comes from a word meaning “proof.” Another 

dictionary gives the broader working definition of “normally based on argument or discussion, as to the 

truth or reality of something—‘proof, verification, evidence for.”  
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   There have been many occasions where I’ve taken a walk through the woods and have known 

with absolute certainty that a deer had been through. Occasionally it was the flattened and rounded 

out spot in the pine straw where one had made their bed for the evening. Other times it was the 

removal of the bark from a tree where a young buck had scraped the velvet off their antlers.  

On none of these occasions did I ever actually see the deer with my own eyes, but the proof of their 

existence was indisputable. 

 Our faith then, is the proof of that which we may not can see before us, but is based on the 

overwhelming foot print left behind. As Paul wrote to the brethren at Rome, that which is known 

about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to them. For since the creation of the 

world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being 

understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse.  

(Romans 1:19-20)  

   Compare that with how the world usually thinks of faith. Faith is for foolish people—it is for those 

who are not capable of real and scientific thought. One of the definitions from Merriam-Webster puts 

it plainly “firm belief in something for which there is no proof” Is that the sort of faith that you 

picture yourself as having? Is that the sort of faith that the Hebrew writer describes in 11:1? It is 

certainly not a faith that can move mountains.  

Biblical faith, a genuine faith, is not simply built on wishful thinking. It is powerful. It is real and 

meaningful. It is something that you arrive at through the weighing of evidence, after which you are 

able to firmly plant your feet on that which has been placed under your hope so that you shall not be 

moved! 

Where Do I Get This Kind of Faith? 

   Unfortunately, while seeking something to believe in and hold on to in this broken world, many 

people place their faith in places and people that are destined to let them down. Faith that is built on 

other flawed humans will disappoint because all of us will make mistakes. Faith placed on systems of 

belief or politics from the minds of men will not bring about the peace that can only come from 

following a path that begins from the mind of God.  

But faith in Christ is something special. It will not let you down. It is the only place that that we can 

build and have assurance and confidence that we will not be shaken. How does Jesus word it in 

Matthew 27:24-27? Faith this is built on the Rock is powerful. It has the power to change the eternal 

destination of men and women. It is a faith that is said to be able to move mountains! It is the faith 
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that made the blind to see and the crippled to walk again. This faith, this real and substantive faith is 

what led men to build an ark. It is what led them into foreign countries. It is what brought them before 

the thrones of kings and rulers. It is what led them into battles against giants and large armies.  

This faith is what sustained people even up to the point of death! This is the type of faith that saw 

these heroes of Hebrews 11 through to the end. Is this the kind of faith you have? 
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QUESTIONS: 

1. What is the definition of faith laid out in Hebrews 11:1? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How are the words (assurance/substance and conviction/evidence) defined? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Where must we build if we want to have this type of faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How do we go about building this type of real and substantive faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What types of practices and distractions can undermine the development of this kind of faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What are some of the acts or situations that someone in the world might have trouble handling 

that a genuine faith in Christ can help you overcome? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. What are some other names not mentioned in this chapter that exhibit these qualities we’ve 

discussed? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Who are some examples that come to mind of those who had a weak or artificial faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

9. What does it look like when someone is under great trial with faith/without faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 2: The New Faith of Abel  

By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained the 

testimony that he was righteous, God testifying about his gifts, and through faith, though 

he is dead, he still speaks. 

A Faith That Testifies: 

   Take a moment to dwell on the text of Hebrews 11:4. As the short story of Abel is given an even 

shorter summary, what is it about Abel’s faith that impresses you the most? Of course we have the 

role that his faith played in approaching God in an acceptable way. It also appears that his faith had a 

profound impact on the acceptability of his sacrifice. But notice the last phrase in the verse: through 

faith, though he is dead, he still speaks.  

Wouldn’t you like to have that kind of faith? A faith that was thousands of years old at the time of 

writing, and even more so now, but is still said to speak in a resounding and clarion way!  

Today there are many who are only concerned about making a name for themselves in such a way 

that shows that they left this life as a resounding physical success. They want to be known for having 

built great wealth or having kept the company of beautiful and famous people. Athletes are often seen 

weeping openly at being inducted into their sports “hall of fame” because it shows that they have 

reached some sort of arbitrary pinnacle. What happens to most, and eventually almost all of these 

men and women? They are quickly forgotten by all but the most devoted/misguided who follow 

their field. (Try asking the average teenager today who Andrew Carnegie is or the Rockefellers, or even 

Michael Jordan.) 

Abel doesn’t seem to have had a particularly long life. And in that respect his list of 

accomplishments is fairly short. But in a brief amount of time, and having been known for but a single 

act, the faith of Abel has outlived the most sterling reputation of this world’s physical successes.   

Where are the names of people who have impacted the lives of others in a meaningful and 

spiritual way? Their names live on, if not here, then in a record book which will never be changed or 

done away with—the Lamb’s book of life! 

The Brief Life of Abel: Genesis 4:1-8 

  We aren’t given a great deal of detail in this short account of these two brothers. No effort is made 

to fill in the gap between the dishonorable departure from the Garden in chapter 3, and the events of 

chapter 4. The amount of time passing, the ages of the two men, any happy childhood memories of their 
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relationship with their parents—all of those specifics that we might like to know as the readers are set 

aside in favor of a handful of basic, straightforward facts. We have two brothers who each brought a 

sacrifice. One was found pleasing while the other was not. From this and what happens next we can 

(along with the Hebrew writer’s commentary) infer that one had an attitude of faith, and the other did not. 

One wanted to please God and the other wanted to please self.  Some other reasonable observations 

would be that the text says that Cain brought “some of the fruit” while Abel specifically brought of the 

“firstlings” and the “fat portions.” While this is not directly related to the specifics of worship that would 

come later, the text seems to lay it out in a way that communicates that Abel truly cared about his 

sacrifice, while Cain did not. The Hebrew writer says that by faith his sacrifice was “better.” The word in 

our text can be used in the sense of fuller—in other words there was more present in Abel’s sacrifice 

because it included faith. Cain’s was lesser because it was lacking faith.  

Something else of interest in the text comes in 4:8. The NASB and other literal translations 

translate the text to be “Cain told Abel.” It would at least seem to be that the progression of the story 

was:   1. Sacrifices were made, 2. Sacrifices were either accepted or rejected, 3. Cain received a stern 

warning, 4. Cain tells Abel about the warning, 5. Cain kills Abel. It makes one wonder what exactly passed 

back and forth in that conversation! 

One can imagine Cain huffily stomping away after being warned by God, marching up to Abel and 

saying: “Can you believe Him?! Who does He think He is rejecting my offering? I went to all that hard work, 

toiling in the thorns, planting the seeds, harvesting the crops—then I went and WASTED it all by setting it on 

fire on a pile of rocks; and after ALL THAT, He STILL has the nerve to say that I’m the one with the problem? 

It would seem that however Abel responded to whatever Cain said was not what Cain wanted to hear. 

Immediately after, our narrative tells us of Cain’s wicked slaughter of his righteous and innocent brother. 

Where Did He Get It?  

  This is the question that we should naturally ask when we read the brief account of Abel. Where 

did he come by such a strong and memorable faith? Consider that Jesus mentioned Abel in His woes to 

the Pharisees (Luke 11:59 and Matthew 23:35). He was representative of the good and innocent—the 

sort that are always killed and bullied by those determined to reject God’s Word—this was an honor to be 

spoken of this way. One of the first people to ever have faith, and his stood as a testimony  

to Jesus’s generation! 

Faith that is acceptable to God is always impressive in its own right. Give some thought to some 

observations about what made Abel’s faith special. Consider that Abel did not have a long family history 
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of those who had learned about God and had sought to be wholly devoted to Him. In a way that seems to 

be almost silly—of course he wouldn’t—he is only the fourth person to be alive. But for many, whether or 

not they have faith is almost wholly dependent on whether or not their family and friends have faith. In 

most of these cases their faith is not very deep or genuine, and if it weren’t for those around them they 

likely wouldn’t have any at all.  

In addition, the family history that he did have was about as unflattering as it gets. His 

parents had the distinction of being the first to disobey God, having introduced sin into the world, and 

then getting themselves kicked out of the garden following a war of the words as they each tried to blame 

others and avoid responsibility. They may have turned it around afterwards, but there is no escaping that 

sort of legacy! Like many others in the earliest of days, Abel did not have an abundance of written or even 

orally recorded scripture and communication from God. He had no extensive pattern of behavior to build 

on, no prophets, no other encouragers. The whole concept of faith in God and obedience to His will was, 

for Abel, truly a new concept that had only been revealed in recent times. And yet Abel embraced it 

with all of his heart.   

  The spirit of Abel is embodied in many lives today. Whenever someone overcomes the trajectory 

of their family by making a fresh start in Christ they are displaying the faith of Abel. Whenever someone 

makes the choice to do right regardless of what those around them may choose to do, they are making the 

sacrifices of Abel. Whenever someone wholly embraces a devoted service to God as though it was all 

they’d ever known, they are living the same “new faith” of Abel. 
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QUESTIONS 

1. By faith, Abel is said to offer what sort of sacrifice to God? What other meanings are associated 

with the same term? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What sort of testimony did Abel receive through his faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Even though Abel is dead, what does he still do through faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What is it that Abel was said to have offered to God in Genesis 4? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Trying to picture yourself as one of the few people on Earth at the time, what do you imagine 

would have been some of the difficult barriers to having a strong faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. How do you imagine that the story of having to leave the Garden impacted the faith of Abel? Why 

didn’t it have the same effect on Cain? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. What do you personally find to be remarkable about Abel’s story? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 3: The Impractical Faith of Noah 

By faith Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an 

ark for the salvation of his household, by which he condemned the world, and became an 

heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. 

Things Not Yet Seen: 

  By the time we leave Abel and get to the time of Noah, several hundred years have gone by. The 

world has certainly changed. Far from just the original four of Adam’s family, men had begun to multiply 

on the Earth. It was a time of wonder—this was the time of “the men of renown.” But as is often the case, 

physical abundance and prosperity is a very poor indicator of the spiritual success of a people. God’s 

assessment of man was that “every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” God had 

determined to destroy it all. He was filled with regret for what had become of His creation. Except…there 

was one bright spot. According to Genesis 6:8, “Noah Found favor in the eyes of the Lord.”  

  There is a lot to take in with just that comparison. Sometimes we feel as though we are in the 

minority, and there has always been a remnant quality to God’s people, but Noah truly had the only 

faithful family on Earth! Noah himself was described as righteous and blameless in his time, one who 

walked with God. Even as the entire world was mired in extreme corruption and wickedness, God 

approaches His lone servant and gives him a command that would truly put his faith to the test (Genesis 

6:14-21). Take a moment to consider the many impracticalities of this command, along with the bizarre 

nature of what Noah was told to carry out. 

First, let’s begin with the very idea of a flood. All of the evidence points to this being a completely 

unknown phenomenon. In fact, when read in light of Genesis 2:5 it would be fair to say that the Earth 

may not have even seen its first rain at this point. Perhaps this is part of what the Hebrew writer spoke of 

when Noah was warned about things not yet seen.  

Second, would be the enormous nature of the task. It has been estimated that the cargo space on 

the ark would have been the equivalent of just under 600 modern railroad boxcars. Now, who is going to 

build all of this? It isn’t going to be the unbelieving critics—and while the women will help out to a 

degree, you’ve basically got Noah and his three sons. No power tools, no electricity, and we can seriously 

doubt that Noah had all of the animal helpers depicted in the cartoons and movies! Added to this was the 

degree of specificity that God expected Noah to follow in building the ark. The rooms, the windows, the 

door, the covering with pitch, the type of wood, the length and breadth, the number of decks! The task 

itself would have seemed overwhelming in all regards.  
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Third, consider the length of time required to complete this project? Have you ever had the 

pleasure of putting together a swing set? The big, old style, metal frame deluxe model—the one with two 

swings, monkey bars, a slide, and maybe even a little fort on the side? I can speak from firsthand 

experience that after about the first hour you are ready to take it back to the store. After that hour has 

stretched into three or four you can feel your entire body wracked with a pain and frustration that cannot 

be put into words. Jesting aside, the ark has been estimated to have taken anywhere from 60, to possibly 

close to 100 years to fully construct. Imagine being devoted to this physically exhausting task, day in and 

day out for such an astonishing length of time! Can you imagine the fatigue and discouragement?  

Finally, what about the presence and reaction of those around Noah? We’ve already established 

the complete wickedness of the population. They had not yet been scattered around the world, so they 

would have been in fairly close proximity. Noah wasn’t exactly building something that could be kept a 

secret even if he had tried to do so. It is reminiscent of the opposition that Nehemiah faced when he set 

about rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem. It was a large but achievable task. But that didn’t stop there from 

being who mocked the workers and made fun of their efforts. How do you suppose that it went for Noah 

and his sons as they went about for years, building this monstrous object that had never been seen 

before, for an event that had never been witnessed before? The derision must have been overwhelming. 

And yet even in this Noah did not lose his faith.  

Peter calls Noah a “preacher of righteousness” in 2 Peter 2:5 and continues on in chapter 3 to use 

the context of the flood as a warning to those who would mock God’s coming judgment today. There is a 

picture of all of the wicked people who were being warned of the flood, that they continually ridiculed 

Noah and never once took it seriously that God was coming in judgment. But throughout that time Noah 

continued to hold fast and patiently warned a group of people who simply refused to listen and be saved.  

 

Floating on Top of the World: 

  This is all without even making of mention the task of bringing in the animals as God sent them to 

him, or the day to day task of caring and feeding for so many creatures. This would have been an 

enormous undertaking by itself, and yet this great task was added on top of and at the end of the task of 

building the ark. Then consider that (adding up the days and months can be tricky) Noah spent at least 

190 days on board the ark. Can you imagine the desolate scene? The entire earth covered with water—

check out Genesis 7:21-24 for the full impact of the flood. And here you are, the last people on earth, 

stuck in a floating zoo with no place to land, no place to go. How might you begin to feel? Chapter 8 does 

not reveal a constant day to day update from God to Noah. Noah isn’t even given a target date for when 
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the flood will subside. It simply lets us know that God had not forgotten Noah, and was seeing to the 

recession of the waters (8:1). But Noah did not grow weary or discouraged during this time either. He 

patiently waited, continuing to send out birds to test the waters, and check the progress. Finally, in vs 14 

the earth was dry.  

It is impressive though that Noah doesn’t take it upon himself to exit the ark, but waits on the 

LORD! In Genesis 8:15 God breaks the silence and once again speaks to Noah, permitting him to exit the 

ark. Noah does so, not with bitterness or hard feelings but with great thankfulness of heart for the 

salvation he had experienced. Many who have endured much less for physical salvation have walked 

away with a great deal of murmuring and complaining about the way their rescue was handled! Noah 

immediately builds an altar and offers sacrifice to the LORD, and the LORD was pleased.  

Becoming an Heir of Righteousness: 

  What an amazing description of Noah’s reward (from Hebrews 11:7). Noah’s actions of reverently 

obeying God’s will while displaying an abundance of faith, led to Noah’s reward and condemned others by 

comparison. While Noah’s exact circumstances will never be repeated, the principles and lessons are 

foundational to pleasing God. The same trials are still encountered today, albeit in different packaging.  

Like Noah, there will be occasions where following God’s will require us to do things that might 

seem impractical or overwhelming. We might be tempted to ask, or to listen to others who say, “what 

right does God have to ask so much of you?” And yet He has every right. When we see Him as Creator and 

Lord of all that there is, it is our privilege to do His will. But simply knowing that fact doesn’t mean that it 

will always seem that way to us or that we will readily acknowledge it. The true test of our faith is 

whether we will submit to difficult commands or whether we will spend far more energy looking for an 

excuse to avoid them.  

Like Noah, there will be times when what God has asked of us will cause us to be the subject of 

scorn and we will be placed firmly on the outside of our culture’s sphere of acceptance. There will be 

some, like Peter in Galatians 2, who will have moments where their faith doesn’t handle this pressure 

very well. As a result, they conform to those around them to escape the tension of the situation. Our goal 

should be that like Noah we will only abound in being heralds of righteousness. 

The story of Noah’s faith should leave us asking the question: will our faith condemn the world or 

will it wind up condemning us? 
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QUESTIONS 

1. What does the Hebrew writer say that God warned Noah about? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What does the text say that Noah’s faith did to the world? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What did Noah become through his faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What do you see as being some of the difficulties that Noah faced in keeping up his faith in the face 

of these overwhelming tasks? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What are some “impractical commands” that God may ask of us today that would truly test our 

faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What are some situations where sticking to your faith has caused you to be mocked by others? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. How can we use Noah’s example, along with other scriptures, to fortify our faith to live up to these 

types of challenges? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 4: The Trusting Faith of Abraham  

…having confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth. For those who say 

such things make it clear that they are seeking a country of their own. And indeed if they 

had been thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have had 

opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. 

Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has prepared a city for them. 

The Father of Many Nations: 

  “The father of all who believe…” is the way that Paul describes Abraham to his brethren in Rome 

(Romans 4:11) These words are spoken within the specific context of the type of faith that it takes to be 

pleasing to God, and they are appropriate for someone whose name is used by the New Testament 

writers as being synonymous with faith. As you review Hebrews 11 you’ll immediately notice that more 

of the text is devoted to the chapters from Abraham’s life than any of the other men and women. It isn’t 

that they were not as faithful or righteous as he was, but truly, the life and events of Abraham are 

preserved and laid out for us in a way that few others are. Included toward the beginning of God’s Word 

in Genesis 11, and continuing as far as chapter 25, we are focused in on the development of this man’s 

faith. And although Abraham’s life does not run the course of the entire book, the rest of Genesis can still 

be said to continue the story of Abraham. In succession with each descendent the promises are repeated 

and the sons are exhorted to continue to uphold the covenant that their father made, they were to walk in 

the steps that he walked. The lessons that could be drawn from Abraham’s faith are numerous, and so the 

Hebrew writer was guided by the Spirit to focus our thoughts on three main events: 

1. The call to leave his home and travel to Canaan… 

2. The conception of their son Isaac… 

3. The sacrifice of Isaac and the rationale behind Abraham’s actions…  

Packing Up and Heading West: 

  When we are first introduced to Abraham it is not as the father of the Jewish nation. Before any 

such concept existed Abraham was a Chaldean. You may recall that this would have been what would 

later be called the land of Babylon. It was still located along that bountiful and prosperous area between 

the rivers Tigris and Euphrates where the Garden had been. And although it had not yet risen to the 
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heights of development and culture that it would gain in later years under kings like Nebuchadnezzar, it 

would have been considered to be the pinnacle of culture for the day. There were established dynasties 

that lasted for hundreds of years. Great physical structures like ziggurats were being built, while art and 

philosophy were encouraged and promoted. Even as some peoples rose to become more dominant than 

others in the area, at least in the time of Abraham these were usually transitions to new cultures and not 

great upheaval. It would be in the time after the Abraham’s departure that the famed Code of Hammurabi, 

still on display at the Louvre Museum in Paris, France, would be constructed. This work has been the 

basis for many legal codes through different ages, including even our own.  

So what is the point in all of this? To appreciate Abraham’s faith, we need to understand what he 

was asked to do. I remember watching re-runs of the old 1960s show Green Acres on our little antenna 

television growing up. As a comedy the show was purposefully absurd in its situations. The opening 

theme song adequately established the dichotomy: the husband driving along on the tractor and pitching 

hay while wearing his 3-piece suit and tie, all while mucking around the barn wearing his oxford shoes, 

and all with a smile on his face. His wife went from overlooking downtown Manhattan and being 

surrounded with piles of department store boxes, to sullenly being dragged to the farm. Some probably 

watched and wondered about all of the fuss over “normal livin’” while others probably shuddered at the 

very thought of having to climb a utility pole to make a phone call.  

God called on Abraham to leave not only familiar surroundings, but an advanced, and 

comfortable lifestyle. He asked him to make a break from his homeland and relatives (Gen. 12:1) and 

went from dwelling in comfort to living in tents. The Hebrew writer describes him as an alien living in a 

foreign land. This isn’t just communicating that he was an immigrant—it also conveys a sense of unease 

and perhaps even fear. Many who’ve traveled overseas apart from the company of a secure touring group 

can tell you of the restlessness they felt, even if they were relatively safe. Abraham was viewed by many 

with jealousy and mistrust. He was afraid for his life on more than one occasion. He had left a peace and 

moved into a land that was unstable and frequently at war. His own family would be captured and carried 

off in the war against Sodom, and although he prospered physically, he was constantly on the move. 

While he may have lived in the land of promise, it had not yet been transformed into the Promised Land.  

Too Good to be True? 

  Abraham left his home to make the journey to Canaan when he was 75 years old (Gen. 12:4). At 

this point Sarah has already been introduced to us as being barren and without children. Abraham would 

have certainly been wondering where his many descendants were to come from. Perhaps they would be 

through his nephew Lot—but he was getting too old to be thinking about his own offspring.  
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In Genesis 15:1-6 Abraham discusses as much with God. The LORD assures him that it will be through a 

son from his own body that the promise would be fulfilled. And in spite of the many physical obstacles 

and the difficulty to imagine, Abraham believed what the LORD had revealed to him. From this point on in 

the Genesis narrative, and in the Hebrew writer’s summary, the events surrounding Isaac take the focus. 

At this point Abraham is now 85 and he still has no son (leading to the disaster of Hagar and Ishmael). By 

age 99 it seems that Abraham still believed, but was certainly confused about how God could, or if He 

would, bring the child through Sarah his wife. And yet much to Sarah’s amusement, this is exactly what 

God promised in Genesis 18. By the time Isaac is born, Abraham is 100 years old! 

Consider this test of faith. A promise that God waited 25 years to fulfill. A promise which felt more 

distant as each year went by. When he and Sarah were doubly unable to have children due to affliction as 

well as age, that is when God says the time is right! What can a trusting faith accomplish? It can bring 

about life under the most difficult of circumstances! 

I Knew This Was Too Good to be True! 

  Whenever I watch a historical documentary and the commentator says something to the effect of… 

“and those were some of the happiest days of Mr. Roosevelt’s life…” I immediately brace myself for tragedy 

to occur! It seems as though this is the way that it often happens. It is certainly the way that many stories 

are set up. Just when all seems to be exactly as our heroes have desired and worked for, it is suddenly 

snatched away by disaster! When we read the opening verses of Genesis 22, it would that this is what is 

happening. God has asked for the unthinkable: sacrifice your only son. All of those years of trust and 

obedience, after the promise was finally fulfilled, and now it looks as though it will all be taken away. 

What would you do? 

  Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey; heart wrenching and ominous words. 

It is difficult to read through chapter 22 even knowing the ending. And while we might say, imagine you 

didn’t know the outcome, that wouldn’t entirely fit with this story. Because even though Abraham didn’t 

“know” exactly what would happen, he had already come to some conclusions in his own mind. While you 

might pick up hints in what Abraham says along the way (God will provide from Himself the lamb…) it is 

the Hebrew writer that tells us that he had worked out in his heart that if God was going to take Isaac 

away He could surely give him back again. LORD give us such a faith as this! While there are other great 

acts of faith on display in the life of Abraham, surely these few work to provide an excellent summary. 

Having been called to leave physical surety and journey to the unknown, Abraham’s initial steps of faith 

continued for the next 25 years and beyond, dutifully continuing to trust in each seemingly impossible 

promise and request that God made—knowing that the God would see him through. 
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 QUESTIONS  

1. What are the three promises that God made with Abraham as a part of their covenant together? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How old was Abraham when God promised the birth of Isaac? How old was he when Isaac  

was born? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Compare and contrast the land that Abraham left with the one where he settled: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Aside from the episodes mentioned in this lesson, what is another inspiring chapter from 

Abraham’s life that demonstrates the quality of his faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What do you see as having been the most trying time for Abraham’s faith and why? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What are some similarities that you see between what God called Abraham to leave/embrace and 

what He asks of us as His people today? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 5: The Future Viewing Faith  

of Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph 

By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau, even regarding things to come. By faith Jacob, as he 

was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning on the top of his 

staff. By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the sons of Israel, 

and gave orders concerning his bones. 

Four Century Vision: 

     Although this lesson isn’t about Abraham, we can’t really move forward without using him as a 

starting point. We’ve already looked at the defining moments of faith in the patriarch’s life, but we need 

to make one more observation. If we were to ask what is the most impressive aspect of Abraham’s faith, 

we’d surely get quite a few different answers. Among those traits that stand out, one of them would be 

the ability to see “things to come”, as the Hebrew writer makes mention in vs 20 regarding Isaac.  

This is really the context for discussing the faith of the three men mentioned in our base text, but it is 

something that began with Abraham and was carefully passed down to his children and further 

descendants after him.  

But why should we mark this as being especially worthy of notice? Aren’t all people of faith 

looking ahead at things to come? That is absolutely true, but Abraham’s promises were all rooted in 

events that were would have final fulfillment long after he was dead and gone. We’ve already mentioned 

that he waited a quarter century for Isaac. We realize that the seed promise that culminated in Christ was 

almost 2,000 years away. But in the middle of these two extremes was the fulfillment of the promise to 

inherit the land. Before that could ever happen his descendants would have to undergo an extended 

period of oppression. In Genesis 15:12-16 God makes another promise to Abraham that those who’d 

come after him would be in slavery for 400 years. Now, setting aside the issue of how bad the slavery 

would be, simply focus on the time. These 400 years wouldn’t start until they’d actually entered Egypt—

which means those events are still a couple hundred years away. Everything said, it would be nearly 600 

years before the land promise began to be fulfilled. That means that Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph 

would all be dead long before this land was ever theirs.  

 Suppose that you had never been to the city of Columbia. You were told which direction it was 

located, but you had never seen it and had no idea what it looked like. Now suppose that you were 

starting out in Pelion and heading down the long highway in-between the two. You will travel for many 
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miles hoping that you are headed in the right direction, but you will be operating in faith that  

Columbia is truly at the end of the road. You will not veer off the highway because you’ve been told that 

this is the way to get there. Right before you get into South Congaree the hill rises just ever so slightly and 

places your vision just above the tree line. Lo and behold, what do you see but the skyline of  

downtown Columbia breaking through in the distance! In a moment though, it is gone and out of sight. 

But now you continue on the path because you’ve laid eyes on it, and although you are still many miles 

away from reaching it, you know that it’s there. Nothing anyone might say can cause you to deviate from 

the plan now. 

 For Abraham, the affirmations from God, and the subsequent affirmations to each generation of 

those Patriarchs served as a brief glimpse of the far off city. They knew that it was a long way away, and 

they knew that they personally would not see it, but because of their absolute belief in the promises of 

God, they made real life choices that reflected a trust that the land would one day be theirs. That is what 

real faith does: It guides and influences our actions. We believe that God’s promises are true and as a 

consequence every choice we make should reflect our preparation to be in a position to receive them. 

That is exactly the legacy that Abraham handed down to Isaac, Jacob, and would eventually be made 

manifest in Joseph. 

Stay Put or Come Back: 

  The Hebrew writer focuses on the end of the lives of these three men to show that their parting 

instructions regarding their children, as well as their funeral plans, reflected a continuing belief in God’s 

promises. Their faith not only reflected in these dramatic end of life moments, it was a faith that had to be 

learned over time and developed through the experiences earlier in their lives. 

Isaac: 

 After Sarah was dead and buried, Abraham made a choice that would have a deep impact on his 

son Isaac. In Genesis 24 Abraham sends his servant out of the land of Canaan having taken a sacred vow 

that he will secure a wife for Isaac from the land of Abraham’s relatives. To all of the household, but 

especially to Isaac, this was a declaration of continued belief in God’s promises. It would not be 

appropriate to take someone from the land that they were now sojourners in, but would one day be their 

inheritance. This was not a land to intermarry in, this was a land marked for judgment. 

 That dedication to making choices according to the promise was something that Isaac would 

weave into his own life. When Abraham finally passes away at his ripe old age, Genesis 25:9-10 records 

Isaac and Ishmael coming together to bury their father in the cave of Macpelah. This was the same cave 
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that their father had bought to bury Sarah, which in itself was another testimony of belief. They were not 

going to leave the promised land even in death. In the next chapter, it is recorded in 26:1-6 that as Isaac 

was confronted with famine in the land that God appeared to him with a warning: do not go to Egypt! 

Isaac was to stay put even in times of duress as a testimony of trust in God to provide for Abraham’s 

descendants in the land of promise.  

 In Genesis 27, as Jacob is sent away to the land of their relatives, Isaac prays that God will give to 

Jacob the blessing of Abraham (a continuation of trust and faith pointed out by the Hebrews author). While 

the trip is born out of strife, even in this we see the insistence of continuing the pattern of taking a wife 

from outside the land of Canaan. While the faith of Isaac was certainly a growing process and he had his 

share of flaws, he steadily grew to have a faith that guided his most important choices. 

Jacob: 

 Like Isaac, the development of Jacob’s faith was developed over a lifetime. There were numerous 

mistakes that were made along the way for which he paid for several times over. However, even in the 

midst of some of the more duplicitous chapters of his life, God was still with him and patiently guiding 

him along. It may seem like a minor note compared to some of the other choices that Jacob had to make, 

but something very interesting takes place in Genesis 31. When Jacob is attempting to go back to the 

land of his fathers and is overtaken by his father-in-law Laban, there is a heated exchange. In the 

aftermath, as they are making peace, they decided to build a monument in the form of a stone pillar as a 

covenant between them. It was known as the “heap of witness”. Verse 47 tells us that Laban called it 

“Jegar-sahadutha”, but that Jacob called it “Galeed”. So what is the difference? They both have the same 

meaning—but Laban uses the Aramaic name, while Jacob uses the Hebrew name. A small difference 

perhaps, but telling nonetheless. It would appear that Jacob’s mind was back with his forefathers even in 

the small details. 

 In Genesis 48, the passage that the text in Hebrews is referencing, Jacob is now at the end of his 

time. As God’s providence has directed the events of his life he finds himself no longer in the land that 

was promised, but now has been brought down to Egypt. The people have been given shelter from famine 

and allotted a good portion of land where they will be able to keep their identity and prosper as a people. 

But Jacob knows that this is temporary. Chapter 47 closes with Jacob given explicit instructions that he 

not be buried in Egypt, but that he’d be taken back to the land of promise. After securing his son’s vow to 

obey in this regard, the next two chapters record Jacob blessing each of his sons. The significance of this 

is that it is all within the context of what God has promised to do for them in the future. In spite of their 
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new surroundings which provided for their physical needs, this was not where they’d experience the true 

blessings God had promised.  

Joseph:  

Where should we begin commenting on the faith of Joseph? The dreams that God sent to him as a 

youth that would give him hope for the future? His trust in God while he was sold as a slave? Perhaps his 

complete faithfulness during extreme sexual temptation in Potiphar’s house. What about his faith while 

suffering in prison? Joseph’s life is truly extraordinary. What the Hebrew writer calls our attention to 

though is that in addition to all of these events we’ve mentioned, Joseph also possessed the faith that 

looked to a time when God would fulfill the promises made to Abraham. As Genesis comes to a close, the 

time has come for Joseph to also pass away. Just as his father had done before him, he too looked beyond 

the promising present to a home in another land: Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die, but God 

will surely take care of you and bring you up from this land to the land which He promised on oath to 

Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob.” Then Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “God will surely take 

care of you, and you shall carry my bones up from here.” (Genesis 50:24-25) 

What They Shared in Common:  

While there are many more observations we could make about the faith of these men, for the 

moment we can turn our attention to at least three characteristics that each of them displayed. These 

each typify an attitude which expressed that whatever may happen and wherever they may be, there 

would be a time when God would bring His people back to the promised land. Looking to the future: 

1. They never acclimated to the culture around them. Wherever they were, they were 

determined to preserve an element of holiness. They did not adopt the customs and ways of 

the people they lived among. They had been called by Jehovah and they would call on Him. 

2. They were determined to stay separate. Similarly, while they spoke and traded with those 

who were around them, they never lost their identity. They never became lost or assimilated. 

They were descendants of Abraham. While it was not always carried out in their behavior as it 

should have been, the mindset of separation was a large part of persevering.  

3. They never got comfortable. They were blessed, they were often rich, and they enjoyed great 

success. But they were still nomads, often wandering from place to place. There was a 

significant element of “this is a temporary dwelling” in their attitudes.  
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QUESTIONS 

1. How long would Israel be enslaved in Egypt, and how far away was the exodus when this promise 

was first given to Abraham? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What was the burial place of Abraham, Sarah, and each of his sons that followed? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What were the names given by Jacob and Laban to the place they called a truce, and what do those 

names mean? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What similar promise did Jacob and Joseph both have their family make to them? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What would have been a particularly challenging time for any one of these men to have 

maintained the perspective that Canaan was where their “true home” was? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What are some of the challenges that we face today in seeing that our true home is elsewhere? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 6: The Embracing Faith of Moses 

By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, 

choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the passing 

pleasures of sin… 

Refusing and Rather: 

 There is a great deal about the life of Moses that most of us cannot relate to from a physical 

perspective. Most of us likely did not grow up in the home of royalty. We didn’t have servants or great 

riches either. Our career paths didn’t include the option to be a part of some great world power or 

dynasty. If we had been given those options, how many of us would have traded it all away in favor of 

living out in the middle of a wilderness tending to sheep all day? As hard as it may be to truly relate to 

Moses in this regard, it is vital to appreciating the type of faith that Moses had. To Moses, faith was an 

identity. Believing in the LORD meant rejecting Osiris. Being a Hebrew meant rejecting Egyptian 

heritage. When Moses came to truly understand and appreciate that his place was with the Hebrews that 

God had chosen, that left no room to be a part of something else. This is why the Hebrew writer 

showcases all the physical prosperity that Moses rejected, and highlights the suffering that he would 

rather experience—if it meant being a part of God’s promises. 

It Started in a Basket:  

 The great faith that Moses placed in God was something that began in the hearts of his parents. 

They had been given a blessed gift from God, and recognizing that this little child was beautiful, they 

decided that they would not fear the most powerful man in the nation, if not the world. Their faith stood 

up to the edict of the king. Their actions, guided by God’s providence, placed Moses in between two 

worlds. He was adopted by the daughter of Pharaoh—placing him in the Egyptian world, but he was 

raised and trained by his own mother—keeping him in the world of the Hebrews. During this crucial time, 

a virtual timer was set in place. One day Moses would have to choose which of these two worlds he would 

walk in. 

 Hebrews 11:24 calls our attention to the time when the decision was made. At some point Moses 

saw a life with Pharaoh’s house as nothing more than a passing and sinful pleasure. The narrative in 

Exodus clearly implies that Moses desired to begin associating himself with his physical brethren. 

Although it may not be the incident, if there was a single defining moment, the account in  
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Exodus 2:11-12 would certainly be an example of this. For Moses to strike down an Egyptian for doing 

“nothing more” than beating one of the Hebrew slaves would have been a point of no return. Moses 

would never have a place in the royal house again. 

 As the Hebrew writer continues, we see that Moses’s faith was one that embraced the 

consequences of his choice. It was a faith that had counted the cost of following the LORD. It would have 

been a fast and difficult exchange to go from pleasures to the same treatment as a nation of slaves. Adding 

to the difficulty is that when Moses did try to assimilate with his people he was flatly rejected. And yet 

there never seems to be a moment’s hesitation, at least in regards to trying to get his old life back. There 

is never a passage that tells us of Moses groveling before Pharaoh to be taken back or pardoned. He didn’t 

write to his adoptive mother asking for favors or intercession. Moses made the choice of exile in the 

desert and the exceedingly hard task of leading the people out of Egypt because he knew that there was 

something better. 

It Continued in the Desert: 

 The next event in the chapter moves past the confrontation with Pharaoh and goes straight to the 

preparations to leave Egypt with all of the Israelites. While in some sense it was a time of celebration, it 

was also a time of urgency and sobriety. They were to leave while they still had the opportunity. Pharaoh 

had already changed his mind numerous times, and he was about to change it again. One can imagine the 

stress of being the leader tasked with moving hundreds of thousands of people, along with women, 

children, and animals. It would have been an incredibly frightening prospect of slowly walking away into 

the unknown while your enemy is at your back. Yet Moses did so without fear, and would encourage his 

fellow Israelites to keep their fear in check as well. His faith enabled him to see that He who was with 

them was greater than those who were behind them.  

 As a part of getting ready for that exit, the observation of the Passover is also highlighted. While it 

may seem strange at first for this to be offered as proof of great faith, this shows us that Moses had a faith 

that took the commandments of God seriously and trusted in His will even when the tasks were 

complicated and confusing. For many, observing a feast that was meant to commemorate something that 

was about to happen, as opposed to something in the past, would have been a very abstract concept. Only 

after the fact would the real significance sink in as they looked back on their experiences. The sprinkling 

of the blood on the door posts, the baking of bread without leaven; all of these commands were carefully 

observed and Israel was preserved because of it 
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 Finally, our author brings Moses to one last demonstration of faith. With the pressure of the 

Egyptian army bearing down on top of the people, the people preparing to mutiny, and an impassible 

barrier before him, Moses cried out for people to ready themselves to see God work a great deliverance of 

His people. Moses had a faith that embraced impossible odds. 

 Like Abraham, Moses is given a very large portion in this chapter for us to consider. He too is an 

example of faith that was called on to believe in the unseen, to trust in implausible and extraordinary 

promises. He rejected the prospect of something temporary and embraced the pursuit of an  

eternal reward. 
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QUESTIONS 

1. How long did Moses’s parents first hide him from Pharaoh and how long did they have with him 

after he was found in the basket? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. When Moses decided to seek out his own people, what all did he have to give up? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What incident put Moses out of Pharaoh’s house forever? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What allowed Moses to overcome his fear of Pharaoh? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Moses’s parents played an important role in preparing their son to embrace who he was. What are 

some other factors you see as being crucial to developing this kind of faith? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Moses’s faith allowed him to set aside fear just like his parents had. What are some fears that faith 

allows us to conquer? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Moses embraced his identity, but he also embraced ill-treatment and rejection. What are some 

difficult experiences that we need to learn to embrace as part of our faith in God? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 7: The Conquering Faith of Joshua and Caleb 

By faith the walls of Jericho fell down after they had been encircled for seven days. 

Like All Good Stories, We Start in the Desert: 

 The Hebrew author chooses to summarize the entire conquering of the land of Canaan with a 

single city. It is the first and the most dramatic of the conquests—but it stands as a symbol of how the 

entire land was overthrown. A great physical power represented by wealth, wonder, and impassible walls 

that could never be conquered; toppled over and destroyed by the power of faith. The story of Jericho 

starts before that seven-day march. It goes back further than the crossing of the Jordan river. For our 

purposes it goes back forty years to an occasion where twelve men were sent to go and observe the land 

of Canaan as Israel made preparations to invade.  

 In Numbers 13:25 the twelve spies make their return from their forty days of investigation, and 

as most will remember, the initial report is good. The land is fertile, the food is good—it is everything that 

God said it would be and even more. Unfortunately, most of the spies couldn’t leave well enough alone. 

Verse 28 begins with a “however” statement. “Nevertheless, the people who live in the land are strong…”. 

While everything that we read previously about Joshua and Caleb already lets us know that these are 

strong spiritually minded men, (Exodus 33:11 speaks about Joshua’s refusal to leave the presence of the 

tent where Moses spoke with God), this is truly the moment where they are defined as men of unwavering 

faith in God. They saw the exact same walled cities that the other men feared. They also saw the strength 

and number of the Canaanites as well as the giants of the land. Nothing was different in what Joshua or 

Caleb saw—the difference was their faith. To these men, all of these physical manifestations of strength 

were nothing in comparison to the God who had parted the Red Sea and had caused the mountain to 

smoke and spew fire! If only their faith could have taken hold in Israel instead of the doubt demonstrated 

by the other spies. Take note of a few other instances where their strong faith was made manifest. 

 In Joshua 1:1-11 Moses has died and the mantle of leadership is being handed to Joshua. The 

book begins with God giving a strong word of encouragement and admonition to Joshua: His promises 

are true, His power is real, and victory is assured. “No man will be able to stand before you all the days of 

your life. Just as I have been with Moses, I will be with you; I will not fail you or forsake you.  “Be strong and 

courageous, for you shall give this people possession of the land which I swore to their fathers to give them.” 

Something that set Joshua apart from many of his fellow Israelites, was that when the LORD spoke it was 

real to him. In other words, it truly affected and his life and directed his actions. Others heard the LORD 
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speak, and then promptly turned around to worship a golden calf. Some heard God speak and then said 

He couldn’t keep His promises to bring them into their land. Joshua heard God say that He’d never 

forsake him and he believed it. He heard God tell him to be strong and he was; courageous and he was. 

God said go and Joshua marched. That kind of faith can be infectious. As chapter one continues Joshua 

shares all that God had promised him with the rest of Israel’s camp, stirring up the people to get ready to 

enter the land. Their response was far more enthusiastic than the faithless group in Numbers 13-14: 

“They answered Joshua, saying, “All that you have commanded us we will do, and wherever you send us we 

will go” 

 Moving forward to Joshua 3, there is a sense in which Israel is coming face to face with a challenge 

from their past. The command was to march forward and take the land; but before they can do so there is 

an impassible barrier in their way. They needed to cross the Jordan river during the days of harvest. This 

means trying to cross a raging body of water that has completely overflown its banks and has entered 

into flood stage. It is a striking image and presents a contrast between past and present. Their ancestors 

had been following God’s commands to move forward when they encountered the Red Sea. Their 

response had been to cry out against God and Moses—you’ve led us into a trap! What would Israel do 

now? Turn around? Simply stay on that side of the Jordan or wait for a better time? There isn’t a word of 

complaint or doubt recorded in the chapter as the nation crosses the Jordan on dry ground. They then 

proceed to build a monument to teach future generations about the LORD’s great power. As Joshua led 

the people to finally set foot within the borders of the land of promise, he did so with a faith that learned 

from past mistakes and was ready to move forward into future service. 

 Joshua 6 finally brings us to outside of the walls of Jericho. This was one of the mighty walled 

cities that had melted the hearts of the people forty years earlier, and now was the time that they were 

called on to fulfill God’s commands and see those walls fall. Like others we’ve studied so far, Joshua 

exhibited a faith that trusted in God even when the commandments didn’t fully make sense. These walls 

were great fortifications made from solid stone. Even so, there were ways to take a fortified city. Armies 

could saturate the ground around the foundation making the walls unstable enough to topple. Sometimes 

they would try and dig the foundation out from under the walls. Out of all of the creative methods of 

getting a city to fall, never in the history of siege warfare has an army employed the method of walking 

around the city in complete silence. And yet when the LORD appears to Joshua in this chapter that is 

exactly what they were to do (Joshua 6:2-5). As strange as these instructions may have been, Joshua 

faithfully passes the word along to the camp and their obedience is to the letter. After marching for six 

days, led by seven priests with seven trumpets going before the ark of God, the seventh day came. The 
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trumpets blew, the people shouted, and their conquering faith saw the walls of Jericho fell down flat; 

except for one small piece.  

Rahab and the Red Cord: 

 While the people of Israel were marching out of Egypt, the eyes of the other nations were on them 

during their journey. When God struck the Egyptians with plagues the ears of the other nations were 

listening. When Og and Sihon marched out to confront the Israelites and were both slaughtered and 

defeated, the other nations took note. When the Jordan stopped its flooding to allow the Israelites to walk 

across, the hearts of the nations melted within them. Almost all of the Canaanites would respond to their 

inward fears by somehow convincing themselves that they could oppose the LORD. In the city of Jericho 

there was one perceptive woman. Rahab knew that defeat was coming, and when Joshua sent spies into 

the city, it was her chance to do something about it. But rather than thinking she could somehow thwart 

Israel, she shelters them and enables their escape (Joshua 2). Up to that point she had been an immoral 

harlot. When faced with the evidence of God’s power she at least knew one thing: there was no other 

choice but to submit and hope for mercy. Because of Rahab’s initial act of faith in God, she conquered 

while the rest of the city was put to the torch. 

 Faith has always been what has won the great victories of God’s people. Whether it be a young 

boy with a sling, an outnumbered army, or a lone prophet surrounded by enemies; faith is the victory! 

Joshua and Caleb were surrounded by people who did not believe and dropped dead in the desert in 

defeat. Their strong faith preserved them through forty long years of wilderness wandering and saw 

them through the promised conquest of the land. Heroes like this are given to us as stunning proof of 

what the power of real faith in God can accomplish: we are overwhelmingly conquerors! 
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QUESTIONS: 

1. What excuses did the people make for not going up to take the land the first time? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What message did Joshua and Caleb give to the people? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What were the instructions given to Joshua in Joshua 1? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How did the people respond when given instructions to cross the Jordan and then to march 

around Jericho for seven days? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Why was Rahab spared out of all of the people of Jericho? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Joshua and Caleb stood out as unique in their willingness to believe in what God could accomplish; 

why do people want to place such limited confines on what faith can do? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. What practical lessons do you see from the willingness of Rahab to join up with Israel? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 8: Judges—Faith in the Darkness 

And what more shall I say? For time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah 

When the Sons of Israel Cried to the Lord: 

 As we continue along the narrative of Hebrews 11 we notice that the amount of space dedicated 

to these different heroes begins to shrink. Part of that probably comes down to the author’s point having 

been made and the letter is ready to draw to a close. But from another practical standpoint, this is also a 

reflection of the number of people that the author has to choose from. Simply put, there were a greater 

number of faithful men and women to choose from earlier on in the history of God’s people. After the 

death of Joshua, and the era of the Judges begins, it is far more difficult to find faithful people. The nation 

slowly begins to drift further and further away from the LORD—a warning that those being encouraged 

to grow strong in their faith would need to take to heart. That isn’t to say that there wouldn’t be bright 

periods. There were times of faithfulness and the occasional return to old ways, but those were largely 

exceptions. And so when we get to verse 32 we are being given those exceptions, the few bright spots 

that in some way or another represented the power of faith among God’s people even during the days 

when it began to grow darker. 

 No time is more representative of this than the period of the Judges. This is after all a chapter in 

Israel’s history that is bookended with the phrase “everyone did what was right in their own eyes”. The 

moral compass of the nation was broken. The generation of Joshua and Caleb had died off and “there 

arose another generation after them who did not know the LORD, nor yet the work which He had done for 

Israel”. What that generation wanted was to serve Baal and forget Jehovah. Not only did they desire to do 

this, they poured themselves into it with all their hearts. They repeated the worst of what the nations God 

had destroyed had practiced, and in many cases, attempted to outdo them. In the midst of rampant 

idolatry and mass departure from faithfulness, it would be fair to question if any examples of meaningful 

belief could be found. While each of the men that are pulled from this time period had serious flaws, they 

each were a demonstration of what the power of faith can truly accomplish. 

 Before taking a look at the accounts of the four men who are put forth for the reader’s 

consideration, take a moment to consider some of the unique challenges that these and all of those who 

led God’s people during this time faced. 
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On the Job Training: 

 We need to understand that while some of the worst Judges tried to make it seem like a kingship, 

this was not in any way a monarchy. There was no line of succession between judges. There was no 

period of prolonged preparation for the day that they’d eventually grow up and inherit a mantle of 

leadership. Most of these people probably didn’t even know each other. They were in different parts of 

the nation at different times, and sometimes at the same time. From a physical standard of leadership 

these were not people who would appear to be worthy of holding any sort of authority role. But at least 

to some degree they were noteworthy because when God called, many of them answered (some needed a 

little prodding) and rose to the occasion. God was able to take even a modest amount of faith and use 

them to rescue His people. 

 Another difficulty that we should mention is the era in which they were called to serve. It wasn’t as 

though they stepped into the role as part of an unbroken chain with no time lapse in between. Judges 

2:18-19 sets up the cycle that after the Judge died, apostasy would come rushing back in. After the people 

had plunged back into wickedness they’d once again experience great oppression at the hands of their 

enemies. Only then, after they began to cry out again, would God raise up another Judge. Therefore, in a 

very real sense, the Judges routinely were called into worst case scenarios. They would have to help drag 

Israel back out of the gutter with no real physical reason for hope. Faith would have to be entirely placed 

in God’s ability to deliver if there was to be any hope for the future. 

 No national morality. No individual excellence. What can God do in a time like this? 

Mustard Seeds and Mountains: 

Gideon:  

  Our first encounter with Gideon does not make for a very impressive introduction. The nation of 

Midian has been able to raid Israel at any time they wanted with no resistance. Israelites are hiding in 

caves while Midian and Amalek come and destroy the produce of the land. Gideon, described by the Angel 

of the LORD as being a valiant warrior—was a warrior who was hiding in a winepress, grinding his 

secret wheat. It is somewhat reminiscent of a school boy who is hiding out of fear of the school bully 

taking away his lunch money. Again—not an inspiring picture. (Judges 6:11-6)  

Gideon didn’t feel as though the LORD was with Israel at all, much less with Gideon himself. How 

was God going to use a feeble man from a feeble tribe? Despite the LORD’s best assurances and multiple 
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miraculous signs, Gideon was still a very hesitant leader. But there was at least the spark of faith present. 

And with that God empowered Gideon to take 300 men and rout 135,000. 

Barak:  

  Earlier in the book during the days of Deborah, we have a similarly timid man being called on to 

lead Israel’s armies. In chapter 4 Deborah makes it clear that God would use Barak to defeat the armies of 

Jabin and his commander Sisera. But despite these assurances from the LORD Barak not only places 

conditions on his willingness to obey, he makes it clear that if his demands were not met that he would 

disobey by not going (4:8). 

 While Deborah does go with Barak, it is with the stipulation that he would not be remembered at 

the one who delivered Israel—that honor would go to a woman named Jael. As with Gideon, the reader 

could reasonably wonder what God could do with someone whose faith was so small that he would only 

go into battle on his own terms. God destroyed the army of Sisera (4:15-16) and all of those great iron 

chariots that had seemed so threatening were useless as the Canaanite army all fell by the sword.  

Samson:  

  Where do we even start with Samson? Vengeful. Petty. Weak. Gullible. Easily manipulated. 

Samson’s story is not a long list of spiritual highlights. His victories were tainted at least in part by his 

failure to recognize that they were the LORD’s doing and were not opportunities for him to take out his 

personal frustrations on those he hated. There were at least three foreign women that Samson chased, 

purely from the lusts of his flesh (see the reasons given in 14:1-3), and each one of these occasions put his 

life in danger, eventually leading to his capture and blinding at the hands of the Philistines.  

While there are many things that one might say are missing from the story of Samson, one of the 

more noticeably absent pieces of the story is any mention of the armies of Israel. Most of the previous 

judges were involved in leading at least a small band of warriors, but Samson served as an army of one. 

Despite his numerous shortcomings God was able to use Samson as well. As his life comes to a close, 

Samson’s last stand was an act of faith. As he was chained to the pillars of the pagan temple, serving as 

entertainment for a pagan feast, his final plea to the LORD (16:28-30) resulted in a crushing  

defeat of the Philistines. 

Jephthah:  

The story of this judge is most often associated with family tragedy and rash action. Regardless of 

what we make of the story with Jephthah’s actions toward his daughter, all potential outcomes are a sad 
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waste of one’s future. In what way then is the story of Jephthah supposed to demonstrate the power of 

faith? Of course there is the great victory recorded in chapter 11, but perhaps one observation that can be 

made is that he is another example of God’s ability to take people from humble backgrounds and use 

them for great purposes. 

 As has already been stated, God doesn’t need the pretty and prestigious in order to demonstrate 

his power. Jephthah was the son of a harlot who was exiled by his own brothers because they refused to 

consider him part of the legitimate family. From a purely physical perspective, this is not the stuff that 

leaders are made of. And yet we see God once again taking an empty vessel and using it for His honor. 

Proceed with Caution: 

 These men remind us again that the period of the Judges was a time of spiritual darkness. The 

people went astray with incredible frequency and gusto, and in many ways the leaders that God raised up 

seemed to grow increasingly worse (to say nothing of Abimelech’s short term as a self-appointed king). And 

yet there is a very real sense in which if we are willing to look, faith can be found even during the bleakest 

and darkest of times. It may be a small faith, but there is a lesson to be learned even in this regard. These 

men mentioned in Hebrews were deeply flawed people—but this is not an indicator that God has a lower 

standard of morality than we do, but rather look what God can do with even a small amount of faith.  

We are left imagining what Samson’s life would have looked like if he had developed a sincere and 

lasting faith—would there be a single enemy left standing in any surrounding nation? In that way there is a 

tragic element that serves as a warning to those that the author of Hebrews is addressing. Even these 

flawed people were able to accomplish great things in a dark time because of their faith—and here you 

stand on the verge of abandoning your faith entirely! That same faith was available to those brethren, and 

is available to for any of God’s people who wish to serve Him now. The power of faith is truly awesome!  
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QUESTIONS: 

1. What was the phrase that was used to describe the era of the Judges? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What sort of training did these men and women receive before serving as Judge? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What were some of Gideon’s shortcomings not mentioned in the lesson? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What sort of men tended to hang around Jephthah? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What do you see as being Samson’s biggest weakness? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Taking into consideration questions 3-5, and points made in the lesson, what are some of the 

lessons you see God teaching us by using these men to do His will? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. How can we train ourselves to see, and help point out to others, when God is offering us a faint 

glimpse of hope even during dark and difficult times like those of the Judges? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 9: The Prophets—Faith that Stands 

…and the prophets, who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, 

obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge 

of the sword, from weakness were made strong… 

Thus Says the LORD:  

 When many people form an idea in their heads of a prophet, they are usually picturing some sort 

of mystical forecaster of the future who speaks in a difficult and mysterious language. While the prophets 

of the bible were often tasked with giving a picture of events yet to come, overall their day to day task 

was far more important than this sort of trivial cartoon character often conjured up by the imagination. 

These were carriers of the Word of the LORD. Their responsibility was nothing less than making known 

the will of the King to His subjects on the earth. Their message was often given with a poetic style of 

language, but there was seldom much confusion about what it was they were trying to say. That in itself 

was a part of the problem. 

 We would like to imagine that as men of God they would have been afforded a certain measure of 

respect; not out of some personal pride or gain, but simply from having a proper view of the importance 

of the message they brought. Additionally, there should have at least been some admiration for what they 

gave up in order to be bearers for the LORD. They often lived in humble circumstances, made great 

personal sacrifices, refused to accept gifts or payment for their work, and served the LORD in many other 

ways that often brought them great cost.  

If their message had been something of their own crafting, then they very well might have had all 

sorts of respect and honor. If they had proclaimed that all was well and that nothing but blessings were 

ahead, there would have been many more people who were glad to see them coming. But as it was, their 

message was steadfastly fixed to one particular phrase: “Says the LORD”. A quick search for this phrase 

in the books which contain prophetic activity yields a result of nearly 500 uses (in the NASB translation). 

That isn’t counting other iterations of the same idea. It is a basic point, but an important one. These men 

understood that their message came from God above. There was nothing that could be changed or altered 

and they had a God given responsibility to ensure that it was passed on to everyone He wanted to hear it. 

Because of their dedication, conflict with their audience was inevitable.   
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Hearts Like Flint: 

 While the message of the prophets almost always contained an offer of repentance, the majority of 

their time was spent announcing that judgment was coming. It is easy to see why this wouldn’t have been 

a popular message. People don’t like to believe that they are wrong, and they certainly don’t like to be 

told as much. And even if people are willing to imagine that they could be mistaken, they aren’t willing to 

think of themselves as bad people. The idea that they might even be punished for their mistakes, or in 

these cases, completely destroyed was a message that they were not willing to tolerate. God’s message of 

judgment has never been compatible with an unrepentant heart.  

 The result of this conflict was that the prophets were almost entirely rejected. While there would 

always be exceptions, those who would help and honor these men, most would come to view them as 

Ahab did Elijah; enemies and trouble makers. These men mourned for the fate of their countrymen. While 

they were angry over their sin they desperately wanted Israel and Judah to repent—they had no desire to 

see the destruction and relocation that God was trying to warn them of. But their good intentions could 

not be heard through the people’s desire to reject what God had to say. Nothing would open the ears of 

those who simply did not want to hear what the LORD had to say. Even after returning from captivity the 

people are described in Zechariah 7:12 as having made their hearts like flint so that they could not hear 

the law and the words which the Lord of hosts had sent by His Spirit through the former prophets. 

Portraits of Rejection: 

The Wandering Prophets: 

 While God has always had those in His service that could be described as prophets, what we 

generally think of as prophetic activity really began to reach a peak during the days of the kings. As God’s 

people drifted further from honoring their covenant, and they approached the time where they would 

desire a king, God raised up Samuel as a source of His word, recognized by all the people. Although 

Samuel had done no wrong and had not corrupted his office (facts which were acknowledged by all of the 

people) he was rejected by the people who were ultimately rejecting God (See 1 Samuel 8). This turning 

point in Israel’s history serves as a preview of what was to come. While there was some prophetic activity 

during the United Kingdom (during the reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon), it was mostly in tandem with 

the one in office, especially during David’s reign. After the nation split, both Israel and Judah would be 

continuously drawn in to greater degrees of idolatry. In an attempt to pull the people back into the fold, 

God would send numerous prophets to warn Israel. While the majority of them were unnamed, those 



 
40 

recording the history of Judah and Israel left us with examples of men who give us a representation of 

what their relationships were like among those to whom they were sent. 

 As mentioned earlier, Elijah was one such prophet who served during the days of Israel’s king 

Ahab. Coming on the scene in 1 Kings 17 Elijah’s message of drought was intended to be one that turned 

the people away from Baal and reminded them that the LORD was the only true God. 1 Kings 18 gives a 

glimmer of hope that Israel is ready to accept God’s invitation, but by the next chapter Elijah is hiding in a 

cave convinced that he will be put to death. 

 Micaiah is another example from the reign of Ahab—characterized in the 1 Kings 22 as never 

prophesying good and only evil. As a result, Ahab hates him! When the prophet is brought in by 

Jehoshaphat to give the result of the impending battle, Ahab is furious at the spoken word. He demands 

that Micaiah be locked away with minimum rations and kept in prison until Ahab returned. The record 

never states that the prophet was released from Ahab’s dungeons, and as Ahab never came back from 

battle, the outlook seems bleak.  

 This type of treatment is not limited to the nation of Israel; Judah has its own history of 

persecution and rejection. If it had not been for the intervention of godly men like the priest Jehoiada 

then Joash would have never sat on the throne. It was only due to the actions of the priest in 2 Chronicles 

23 that the boy was not murdered by his wicked grandmother Athaliah. But the teaching and compassion 

that was passed on from the priest to the king did not stop Joash from persecuting the prophets when the 

message was not what he wanted to hear. After Jehoiada’s death, God sent his son Zechariah to rebuke 

the king for turning to idolatry—this message was met with the king commanding a conspiracy to stone 

the man to death in the court of the house of the LORD. 

The Writing Prophets: 

 Some of God’s prophets are more well known to many today because they left a detailed account 

of their work among the people; men like Joel, Habakkuk, and Micah. They carefully preserved their 

interactions among the nations they were sent to, and we can now investigate the messages that they 

preached. But none of this means that there was any less hostility toward them. Isaiah is told at the 

beginning of his ministry (Isaiah 6) that the people would reject him outright. His warnings would be 

ignored by most, including king Ahaz (chapter 7). The latter half of his prophecy is focused on God’s plan 

to bring His people back from captivity (an event that hadn’t even occurred yet for Judah) because their 

obstinate nature had already been thoroughly demonstrated. Traditionally, Isaiah is considered to be the 

one whom the Hebrew writer referenced when speaking of those sawn in two.  
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 Jeremiah is often known as the weeping prophet; a name that doesn’t come from any single event, 

but rather the reflection of a lifetime of suffering. Jeremiah was persecuted by virtually everyone he 

preached to: rejected by kings, fought by false prophets that the people loved to hear, and often abused. 

His own home town tried to conspire to assassinate him, he was thrown down a well to die, and 

eventually kidnapped and taken off to Egypt. Throughout all of this Jeremiah was given difficult 

emotional burdens to bear as well: he was not allowed to cry for the people when he felt the need, and he 

was not permitted to have a wife for support. While Jeremiah continued to hope and trust in God’s mercy, 

it is easy to understand the words he wrote in Lamentations 3:17 “And my soul has been rejected from 

peace; I have forgotten happiness.” 

After the Captivity: 

 We would like to imagine that after spending so much time suffering under captivity that those 

who returned to the promised land would be more receptive to God’s messengers. Without a doubt, there 

were many who did receive them, and there were many who were honestly reformed and wished to 

follow God. But the overall picture is that there were a great many more who still sought to serve self, and 

as a result, would be just as hostile to the oracles of God as ever before. 

 Reference was made earlier to the hardness of heart mentioned in the book of Zechariah. While 

there were moments in his day that the people were able to make great progress, as the book comes to a 

close there is great conflict between the prophet and these people. Zechariah 11 records the command 

of God that His prophet should serve as the shepherd of His people. You might remember that this ended 

not only with the people rejecting his services, but evaluating his time with them as basically worthless. 

These people were determined to perish and see themselves scattered rather than listen to what God had 

to say.  

 The prophet Malachi closes out the inspired record before Jesus, and while he himself looks to a 

day when the messenger of the LORD will come, those he preached to were looking for ways to skimp on 

their sacrifices. Chapter 1 enumerates the pathetic and useless offerings that they brought before the 

LORD. Chapter 2 speaks of the treachery of their leaders and the rampant divorce taking place in their 

society. Chapter 3 speaks of their blessing the arrogant and how they build up the wicked. Throughout all 

of this the people have the gall to ask, how are we guilty of any of what you claim? We are innocent! 

 This small group of men testifies to the situation as a whole. The prophets brought an honest and 

searing message to a wicked and thoughtless people. With the power of hindsight, the results that ensued 

seem obvious. 
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Unstoppable Force—Immovable Object 

 If they’ve lived long enough, most people have faced a significant amount of discouragement at 

some point in their lives. It may have been when goals were set, whether great or small, and they were 

not met. Perhaps it was just a series of unfortunate events. But when we face discouragement there is 

often a part of us that must fight to overcome the desire to give up and take the path of least resistance. 

We have to work hard to dredge up the will to set aside the ill will developed by setbacks and rejection 

and choose to fight on. What about us today? What about those around us? If we had to face the level of 

opposition encountered by God’s prophets, how would we react? Would we have the faithful fortitude to 

deny self and march on in the face of those who had blatant disregard for God’s will? 

 Like other characters included in this chapter on faith, the prophets also had their shortcomings. 

They had areas where they needed rebuke and there were times when they needed prodding and growth 

in God’s grace. But by and large they are remembered for their stalwart faithfulness that refused to be 

intimidated by those who tried to silence them. They stood down kings, they stood before armies, they 

called out bears, and they called down fire from heaven. They shut the mouths of lions, quenched the  

power of the fire, escaped the edge of the sword, in their weakness were made strong. The prophets serve 

 as a powerful testimony that despite the resistance that must be faced, the faith that overcomes is a  

faith that stands firm. 
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QUESTIONS 

1. How does the popular conception of a prophet compare to the biblical picture? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What phrase were the prophets constantly using in their preaching? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Describe the sort of reception that most of the prophets had: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What reasons did the people have for treating the prophets as they did? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. What are some of the lessons taught to us by the prophets about making a stand for our faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Who are some of the prophets that come to mind as taking a stand that haven’t been mentioned? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Name some of the other defining difficulties and trials faced down by these men: 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 10: The Martyrs—Faith That Won’t Die 

…and others were tortured, not accepting their release, so that they might obtain a better 

resurrection; and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also chains and 

imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put 

to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, 

afflicted, ill-treated… 

The Cost of Discipleship: 

 As Jesus addressed His disciples in Matthew 16:24-27, He said of those who wished to follow Him 

that they had to take up their cross. Of the Lord’s many sayings that are taken out of their proper context 

and trivialized, this is perhaps the chief offender. The smallest of troubles—ranging from a long commute 

to work, to having to deal with difficult in-laws—these are spoken of as “just being my cross to bear.” Any 

difficulty, whether or not it is remotely connected to being a follower of Jesus in any way can somehow be 

brought back to a supposed crucible of suffering. It is often pointed out, and rightly so, that the cross was 

not an instrument of mild inconvenience. The cross had one purpose, and that was to kill and mutilate in 

one of the most savage ways imagined. Jesus’s call was one of extreme submission to His will, all the way 

to the point of death.  

 There is of course a great deal of imagery in the New Testament about our spiritual death. We 

undergo a death to self-service and embrace a life that is dedicated to putting God and others before 

ourselves. We put to death the old man of sin and walk in newness of life as a new creature. While we all 

should experience this type of cross, for an enormous number of our brethren from the past these words 

had an application that was free from metaphor. Those who wished to follow Jesus had better be willing 

to take up their cross because it very well could be that they would one day be hanging on one. 

Promises for the Future: 

Earlier in the same gospel, Jesus had similar words about events to come for those who had 

gathered to hear His teaching. In Matthew 10:24-42 one of the overall themes is the putting away of 

worry and embracing trust in the Father. But the context is not that their futures would be worry free, 

but rather there was going to be great suffering! He did not come to bring peace, but a sword! Families 

would be set against each other! People would be locked away in prison—but in spite of this Jesus urged 
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His followers to remember that the Father was with them and cared for them no matter what they may 

have to face. 

Many thought these statements to be either confusing, overblown, or simply impossible. Even the 

twelve who were closest to the Lord thought as much on more than one occasion. And yet these promises 

were proven to be true in Jesus’s own life as He was led away to be executed. Betrayed and deserted, He 

was practicing what He’d preached. But Jesus also demonstrated trust in the Father’s constant care as 

well. In all of His trials He never lost sight of the Father’s love, His plan, or His presence. When Jesus was 

later raised from the dead, and the Apostles and other followers could look back over what He had taught, 

they could have confidence in the Father’s care, but it came with a sense of foreboding that the trials Jesus 

had promised would come to pass as well.  

These promises were echoed by His followers long after He’d returned to sit on His throne, and 

spoken of as they themselves were enduring them. As Paul wrote to Timothy (II Timothy 3:10-12) he 

spoke about the suffering that he was experiencing and stated that all who live godly lives are going to 

suffer some form of persecution. Peter shared the same warnings to brethren in his first epistle. The 

letter is an encouragement to be faithful in persecution and not compromise to sin in order to avoid it. 

“Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, because he who 

has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin…” (1 Peter 4:1). Arm yourselves: Equip yourself for battle. Get 

ready to have the same attitude and purpose as Jesus who suffered in the flesh. Sobering words indeed. 

Ready to Suffer: 

 There is nothing in the context of Hebrews 11 that binds the martyrs mentioned at the close to any 

one period of time, other than in context it would have been giving a summary of those who had lived 

before the Christians that were receiving the letter. But as the previous lessons have already been 

dedicated to them, this section will focus on those who read these words of encouragement, embraced 

them, and counted it joy to die for their King. 

The Disciples: 

 While some of the Lord’s followers have their fates spelled out to one degree or another in the 

biblical text, (James was killed by Herod, Paul was awaiting execution in II Timothy, and John was exiled to 

Patmos) we rely on historical tradition and writings of the “church fathers” to give us some idea as to 

what happened to them.   
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Peter: 

 According to early church tradition, Peter was martyred around the same time as Paul. As would 

seem to be indicated by one of Jesus’s last conversations with Peter, he was crucified. Again, tradition 

holds that he was placed upside down, not counting himself worthy to die the exact same death as Jesus. 

Andrew:  

  This apostle is said to have gone and preached the gospel as far as what would now be part of 

Russia. Many of the Christians there now look to him as having been the first to bring the good news to 

that part of the world. History holds that he was also crucified.  

Thomas:  

  The doubter was supposed to have been very active in preaching in Syria, although he would have 

eventually gone as far as modern India, where again, Christians hold him as having started churches 

there. While preaching in India he is held to have been run through with multiple spears at the  

hands of soldiers. 

Phillip:  

  He was said to have taken the gospel to the area of Carthage (what would have been north Africa, 

the collection of city states that Hannibal marched from against Rome) and eventually wound up in Asia 

minor. Again, citing tradition, it is believed that he converted the wife of one of the proconsuls and was 

tortured to death as a result. 

James:  

  Josephus, in writing his histories, claims that this apostle was both stoned and then beaten with 

clubs until he died from the wounds he suffered. 

Simon:  

  When taking the gospel to Persia, Simon was forced to choose between the Lord and offering 

sacrifices to the sun god. When he refused to be compromised, he was killed as well. 

Matthias:  

  Even the one who was chosen to take the place of Judas was apparently fated to die for Jesus as 

well. Tradition holds that Matthias was burned alive while preaching in Syria. 

Matthew and Bartholomew:   

  While there is a good deal of tradition about what happened to these apostles, there is not much 
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consistent tradition. There are many different stories about what happened to them and thus it is difficult 

to give a reasonable explanation. What is agreed on is that they were executed as martyrs for their faith.  

John:  

  Most know that John was exiled to the island of Patmos, but we won’t always give consideration to 

the conditions he had to endure. This was no island vacation. John didn’t die the instant death of the other 

apostles, but being sent to Patmos was the modern equivalent of nations who send political prisoners to a 

lifetime of hard labor in an internment camp. John would have spent his time working away in the mines 

even in his old age. In every sense John still suffered for the cause of Christ.  

 What the Apostles suffered was typical of followers of Christ, not just in the early days of the 

church, but even in the centuries that followed. To be a dedicated disciple of Christ was the same as being 

a wanted outlaw. The Hebrew writer was not exaggerating when he spoke of the fate that God’s people 

had suffered in times past, and that same level of savage cruelty was what was being experienced by the 

brethren that were the target audience. The Hebrew writer speaks of the difficulties that they themselves 

faced, potentially the reason that many of them were considering giving up on their faith. It would only 

grow worse from there. These reminders of those who had given their bodies and lives for God were to 

serve as an encouragement for them—and it does indeed appear to have enabled many to stand firm in 

the intense persecution that was suffered in the coming years. The picture of the saints beneath the altar 

in Revelation 6:10 crying out for God to judge and avenge is a saddening and haunting reminder of the 

immense sacrifices that those who’ve gone on before us have made.  

 What sort of faith do we have? Jesus has called on all who wish to follow in His footsteps to be 

willing to follow in His footsteps. That will involve some degree of rejection, persecution, and loss of 

comfort. But it is an exceedingly small price to pay. We have been warned, we have been given examples, 

but most of all we have been encouraged. Faith enables us to conquer. It enables us to face down those 

with limited power that can its greatest strength can only do bodily harm. Faith sees us through to be 

faithful until death and inherit the crown of life. 
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QUESTIONS 

1. What did Jesus say His followers would be required to “take up”? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What did Jesus tell the disciples that He did come to bring, and what He wasn’t bringing? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What sort of comfort did Jesus leave for His followers as they prepared to face persecution? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What words of encouragement did other New Testament writers offer? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Why should reading about the suffering of Christians in the past be an inspiration and not serve as 

a stumbling block to stronger faith? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. How can we prepare ourselves for potential persecution today? How can we be an encouragement 

to those who are already suffering in this way? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



 
49 

Notes and Observations 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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