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The Triumph of Faith November 3 2019 Hebrews 11:33-38 

What is your definition of “faith. “By all accounts, the best 
definition of faith in the Bible is found in Hebrews 11:1, “Now 
faith is being sure of what we hope for, and certain of what we do 
not see.”  

Faith is the solid foundation upon which we build our lives. It’s 
like the title deed to the things we’re hoping for.   

Faith in that sense is the inner conviction that God will keep 
his promises. Faith is like the evidence that’s offered in a 
courtroom. It produces an inner conviction that certain things 
are true.  

Faith makes the things we hope for so real, that it’s as if we 
already had them. By faith, we “see” things that don’t yet exist.  

Here’s another great definition of faith. Faith is belief plus 
unbelief, and acting on the belief part. Belief is involved in faith. 
You have to believe something before you can have faith.  

If you go to a doctor, you must believe he can help you. If you 
don’t believe, why go in the first place? Before you step into an 
elevator, you’ve got to believe it will hold you up. If you don’t 
believe, up the stairs you go.  

So belief is always the first part of faith. It’s the conviction that 
certain things are true. 

Unfortunately, some people stop their definition of faith right 
there. They think faith is belief plus nothing else. Faith to them 
is pure belief without any mixture of doubt. That’s okay as long as 
you stay in your house, in your bed, and under the covers.  
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But in this world, it’s hard to arrive at 100% certainty about 
anything. You hope the doctor can help you, but maybe he’s really 
a quack. You hope the elevator will hold you up, but maybe the 
cable has gone bad.  

You see it best in the big decisions of life. You get a good job 
offer in another part of the country. It’s a great opportunity, but 
you don’t want to move. You’re currently stuck in your present 
job, but the kids are happy in school.  

Your wife doesn’t want to move, but you’ve found twice the house 
for half the money. You think you should move, but some of your 
friends aren’t sure. Late at night you lie awake tossing and turning, 
first leaning one way and then going another.  

That’s reality. You don’t have 100% certainty and you don’t know 
of any way to get 100% certainty. You think so, you hope so, you 
pray for guidance, you seek counsel, you wait for a lightning bolt 
from heaven but it never comes.  

In the big decisions of life, faith is not waiting for 100% 
certainty.  

Many people think “living by faith” means waiting in the “Belief” 
column until you get absolute certainty. But that almost never 
happens. That’s not “living by faith;” That’s “stalling by faith."  

Faith is belief plus unbelief and acting on the belief part. It 
means taking a step of faith, however small, however halting, 
however unsure of yourself you may be. Mark 9:34 “I do believe 
but help me overcome my unbelief.” 

Go back and take a peek again at Hebrews 11 and see if it isn’t so. 
Faith always means taking action. Look at the list in our text.  
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By faith . . . Abel offered a better sacrifice (v. 4), Noah built an ark 
(v. 7), Abraham left Ur of the Chaldees (vv. 8-10), he was ready to 
offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice (v. 17), Moses left Egypt (v. 27).  

And consider the example of the walls of Jericho (v. 30). The 
Hebrews marched around the walls once a day for seven days. Can 
you imagine the scene? Thousands of Jews lining up the first day 
to march around the city.  

In front are the priests with the Ark of the Covenant. They march 
around the city silently, the only sound coming from the blowing 
of trumpets by the priests. Inside the people are scared to death. 

Nothing happens. The next day the Jews march around again. And 
nothing happens. On the third day, they march around again. And 
nothing happens. Only this time the people inside are starting to 
relax.  

On the fourth day, they march around again. And nothing happens. 
This time some garbage is dumped over the wall on them. The 
people of Jericho are shouting insults, jeering at the people of God. 
On the fifth day the same thing. On the sixth day the same thing.  

But on the seventh day, as they march around the city, the trumpets 
start to blast, and from thousands of voices comes a deafening roar. 
And in one miraculous moment, “the walls came tumblin’ down."  

That’s it. That’s how faith works. Don’t you think there were 
some doubters? Don’t you think there were some critics? 

Don’t you think there was some grousing in the ranks? Sure there 
was. These are real people, who are tramping around in the sand 
and dust and sun, day after day. It’s hot and sweaty.  
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But they did it. That’s “acting on the belief part.” And when 
they took the step of faith, God honoured it and the walls of 
Jericho fell to the ground.  

Let me say it again. Faith is belief plus unbelief and acting on 
the belief part. Don’t worry about your doubts. Faith is always 
mixed with doubts. When you finally get up the courage to act on 
the belief part, in spite of your doubts, then you’re truly living by 
faith. 

But there’s more to the story than that. If I left the matter there, 
I’d be leaving a very incomplete picture. It sounds too easy. But 
living by faith is often very difficult. And it doesn’t always end up 
the way we would like.  

Does living by faith mean you will always receive a miracle? 
The answer must be no. Consider again the heroes of faith 
recorded in Hebrews 11. Only this time let’s go to the end of the 
chapter.  

Verses 33-35a record the Triumphs of Faith: Take a listen. 

Who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and 
gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, 
quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the 
sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became 
powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. Women received 
their dead back to life again.   

These powerful examples teach us that God sometimes 
intervenes on behalf of his people in miraculous ways.  

Sometimes those miracles occurred in the heat of combat where a 
vast army was defeated by the faithful people of God. We’ve only 
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to read the story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in Daniel 3 
to understand what it means to quench the fury of the flames.  

The phrase “women received their dead back to life again” 
refers to the widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 17 and the 
Shunammite woman in 2 Kings 4. In all these examples the writer 
calls to mind people who found themselves in humanly impossible 
situations. When they cried out to God, he delivered them. 

Christianity is a religion of miracles. Take the miraculous out of 
our faith and you’re left with nothing but a set of ethical 
instructions that have no power to change the heart. Subtract the 
miracles and suddenly Christianity becomes just another religion.  

Without the miracles, we’ve no good news to share with the world. 
And the Bible is a book of miracles from first to last. Take the 
miracles away and suddenly the Bible is no longer the Word of 
God. It’s just another book.  

You can no more take miracles out of Christianity than you 
can take light from the sun. Without the light, there is no sun. 
Without the miracles, there is no Christianity. 

After all, our faith rests on two stupendous miracles.  

First, we believe that God became a man. Second, we believe that 
that man died for our sins and rose from the dead. If we’re not 
astounded by that, we should be. It’s not just that Jesus worked 
miracles. It’s that he himself entered and exited this world by 
miraculous means. 

So we should read Hebrews 11 and think, “these things really did 
happen. And they may happen again at any time.” But since 



Page 6 of 9 
 

God is God and we’re not, miracles are not ordered up the way we 
order pizza on Friday night.  

It’s right at this point that we come to the core issue regarding 
miracles. You can’t read the Bible without running into miracles, 
but they don’t happen all the time, and you can’t predict in 
advance when they will happen. That fact ought to help us as we 
think about miracles today.  

We believe in miracles! And we pray and fervently believe and 
hope and trust and wait for miracles to occur. But we understand 
that God works according to his own will. 

So the first part of this list should inspire us to trust God for 
amazing things, especially when we face the impossibilities of life. 
But the story doesn’t end there.  

Verses 35b-38 record the Trials of Faith: 

35 Women received their loved ones back again from death. 

But others were tortured, refusing to turn from God in order to be 
set free. They placed their hope in a better life after the 
resurrection. 36 Some were jeered at, and their backs were cut 
open with whips. Others were chained in prisons.  

37 Some died by stoning, some were sawed in half, and others 
were killed with the sword. Some went about wearing skins of 
sheep and goats, destitute and oppressed and mistreated.  

38 They were too good for this world, wandering over deserts and 
mountains, hiding in caves and holes in the ground.  

Who are these people?  
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What have they done to deserve such awful punishment? The 
writer simply calls them “others." They are the “others” who 
lived by faith. These men and women who endured such torment 
were living by faith just as much as Noah, Abraham, Moses or 
Joshua.  

Their faith was not weaker. If anything, their faith was stronger 
because it enabled them to endure incredible suffering. They’re not 
“lesser” saints because they found no miracle. If anything, they’re 
“greater” saints because they were faithful, even when things 
didn’t work out for them. 

Miracles are not ordered up the way we order pizza on Friday 
night. 

“Others were tortured.” God does not always stop the hand of 
the persecutors. 

“Others were chained and put in prison.” Some of God’s finest 
saints can be found behind prison walls.” 

“They were sawed in two.” Tradition says this is what happened 
to the prophet Isaiah. 

“They were put to death by the sword.” That still happens today. 

“The world was not worthy of them.” Their suffering was a gift 
from God to the world. 

God does work miracles, but it’s presumptuous to anticipate them. 

Let’s be clear in our minds that these “others” who suffered, 
didn’t lack faith. The whole point is, they had great faith, and they 
suffered anyway.  
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There was nothing wrong with their faith. Nothing!  

They were just as pleasing to God in their suffering as the saints 
who were delivered by great miracles. 

Some were delivered. 

Some suffered and died. 

All lived by faith. 

God was pleased with all of them. 

That’s the real message of these closing verses of Hebrews 11. 

Miracles come in many varieties. Some are outward and 
spectacular. Some are inward as God gives strength to his children 
as they suffer for him. Who’s to say which is greater? 

In light of that, let me add to my definition of faith. Faith is belief 
plus unbelief, and acting on the belief part without regard to 
the consequences.  

Living by faith means you take a step of faith without knowing 
where it will lead you. If you’re Noah, you build the ark and hope 
it floats.  

If you’re Abraham, you set out for the Promised Land and hope 
you find it before you die. If you’re David, you step into the valley 
to face the giant Goliath, and you pray that you’ll hit him with the 
first stone, because you won’t get a second chance. 

Sometimes it works out the way you hoped. Other times it doesn’t.  

Christ calls us to follow him wherever he leads, whatever it costs.  
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And his word to all of us is always the same, “Come, follow me.” 
Put your life in my hands. 

We live in this world all the way up to the end by faith. Only at the 
second coming of Jesus and the inauguration of eternity will faith 
turn into sight. Until then, we live by faith. 

And that's what the author of Hebrews is teaching us today. How 
do you live the Christian life? By faith! Faith that believes that 
God can do the impossible.  

Faith that can reach anyone. Faith that depends upon God for 
whatever we're going to achieve. Faith that gets you through your 
trials. Faith that goes on until the very end.  

Let's pray: Father, your words to us today are so majestic we can 
hardly do justice to them. But they are your words to instruct and 
strengthen us. 

We ask that You would apply its truth to our lives. Give us the 
grace of faith, and also enable us to persevere, to endure in 
faithfulness. Prepare are hearts now for Communion. 

In Jesus’ name we ask it. Amen. 


