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Faith Waits for the Promise 

Hebrews 11:32-40 

John Breon 

 

 We’re seeing how to live by faith, how to put faith into action. The 

writer of Hebrews has given several famous examples of Old Testament 

characters who lived by faith. Now the writer starts rattling off names rapid-

fire. Some are famous, some are less well known, and some are left 

unnamed and unknown. 

 Faith is for all kinds of people. Sometimes we make the mistake of 

thinking that a life of faith is only for extraordinary, saintly people. But we 

don’t have to be superheroes of faith. Ordinary people, like us, can live by 

faith right where we are. Hebrews calls “struggling, sometimes bumbling 

Christians to live boldly by faith.” It “calls us—with all our habits and hang-

ups, warts and worries—to action” (George Guthrie, The NIV Application 

Commentary: Hebrews). 

 Committing to live by faith sets us on a journey. It makes us pilgrims. 

We don’t stay where we are. We don’t remain like we’ve always been. God 

works through a life of faith to transform us and lead us farther on to the 

final fulfillment of his purposes. We receive God’s promises and we keep 

waiting for God to fulfill all his promises. 

 The writer concludes that all these people he’s given as examples 

were commended for their faith and yet they didn’t receive the fulfillment 

of God’s promise because they all lived before the incarnation, before the 

earthly life of Jesus the Messiah. But now, through Jesus, they will reach 

God’s goal along with us. The family of faith is one. We’re part of the same 

family with the same story as those OT heroes. Their lives of faith still have 

something to teach us about faith in action. 

 The writer, or the preacher—Hebrews may be more of an extended 

sermon than a letter—wants to give more examples of faith. But he really 

does need to wrap this up, so he says, “I don’t have time to tell about 

Gideon, Barak, Samson and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the 

prophets.” The first four names listed here are from the book of Judges. 

They lived in the time after the people of Israel had settled in the Promised 
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Land and before they had a king. The people would worship and serve the 

LORD for a while, then they’d drift into worshiping idols, false gods. Foreign 

powers would oppress them. Then they’d cry out to the LORD and repent. 

And the LORD would raise up someone to deliver them from their enemies 

and lead them for a time. These four are some of those deliverers.  

 If you read through Judges and see the stories of these men—yes, 

God did amazing things through them, but it was often is spite of the kind 

of people they were. Gideon was fearful and felt like he was too 

unimportant for God to use. Barak hesitated. He only went to war for Israel 

after Deborah promised to help him lead. Samson was mighty, but he was 

selfish and immoral. Jephthah made a rash vow that had horrible 

consequences for his family. Still, they were available and God was 

determined to do his work, so he used people who were available. 

 The next two names are more familiar. David was the outstanding 

king of Israel. Samuel was the leader and prophet who led the nation for 

years and then anointed David as king. Now Hebrews just mentions “the 

prophets.” There are sixteen prophets whose writings are in the OT. There 

are other prophets we read about like Elijah and Elisha. There were also 

female prophets like Miriam, Huldah, and Isaiah’s wife. 

 These people who are named, and many unnamed people, through 

faith accomplished amazing things. They won various kinds of victory 

through faith. They conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and 

received promises. 

 They shut the mouths of lions. The most famous example of this is 

Daniel in the lions’ den. 

 They quenched the fury of the flames. We might think of Daniel’s 

friends, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, who refused to worship the 

Babylonian king’s idol and so they were thrown into a fiery furnace. And the 

LORD showed up in the fire with them. Or a figure that the king said looked 

like a son of God. At any rate, God protected these faithful men in the fire 

and brought them out. 

 Sometimes through faith weakness was turned to strength or people 

won strength out of weakness. They were mighty in battle and drove 

foreign armies out of Israel.  
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 Some women even received their dead by resurrection. Elijah and 

Elisha were each used by God to restore to life the dead sons of two 

women (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:25-37). The writer may have in mind 

other dead people who came back to life for a time by the power of God 

and faith. 

 That’s powerful stuff. Faith allows us to experience amazing things. 

But now the writer doesn’t skip a beat, he hardly seems to take a breath, 

before he starts telling about other people who were commended for their 

faith but who weren’t miraculously delivered from suffering and hardship. 

 Some of these others were tortured and refused to give up their faith 

in order to be released. They were looking to get a better resurrection. 

Those in the first group who were brought back to life eventually had to die 

again. These faithful people were looking for the final resurrection to the 

life that never dies. 

 Some faithful people were mocked and beaten, put in chains and 

imprisoned. Others were put to death by stoning. There was a prophet 

named Zechariah who was stoned to death in the temple courtyard (2 

Chronicles 24:21). There was a tradition that the prophet Isaiah was put in a 

log and sawed in two. Some faithful people didn’t escape the edge of the 

sword but were killed by the sword. Some lived in poverty or were 

persecuted or became refugees. The world hated them, but the world 

wasn’t worthy of them. The world that rebels against God doesn’t deserve 

these faithful sufferers. 

 Go back to the account of the three Hebrews who were threatened 

with being thrown in the fiery furnace. Listen to what they said. This is 

great: 

 

“King Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend ourselves before 

yo uin this matter. If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God 

we serve is able to deliver us from it, and he will deliver us from Your 

Majesty’s hand. But even if he does not, we want you to know, Your 

Majesty, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of 

gold you have set up.” (Daniel 3:16-18) 
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Do we have faith that’s confident in God’s ability to deliver us but will keep 

trusting and won’t be disloyal to the Lord even if he doesn’t deliver when 

and how we’d like? 

 We see that the life of faith isn’t always a life of ease and happiness. 

One writer says, “Look at a crucifix. Faith can punch as many holes in you as 

anything” (Robert Farrar Capon, Hunting the Divine Fox 121-22). Faith 

doesn’t always mean we’ll be delivered from suffering. For some people, 

faith is the reason for suffering. We have brothers and sisters in Christ who 

live in parts of the world where practicing Christian faith is illegal. There are 

people today who are persecuted, imprisoned, and sometimes killed for 

being faithful to Jesus.  

 There are a couple of organizations that track and report on the 

persecution of Christians around the world. They encourage us to pray for, 

encourage, and support our brothers and sisters. There’s Open Doors 

(www.opendoorsusa.org) and Voice of the Martyrs 

(https://www.persecution.com). The founder of Voice of the Martyrs was 

Richard Wurmbrand. He was a pastor in Romania when it was taken over by 

the Communists. Wurmbrand spent many years in prison, much of that 

time in solitary confinement. When I was in college, he spoke in chapel one 

time. As I listened to him tell about being tortured and beaten, I realized 

that his faith didn’t keep him from suffering. It was because of his faith that 

he suffered all that. 

 I’m not saying we should go out and look to get persecuted. We give 

thanks for our freedom to worship and believe and practice our faith 

openly. But the stories of those who suffer for their faith challenge us. What 

do we give up for our faith? What kind of sacrifice does our faith lead to? 

Are we willing to be in solidarity with our suffering brothers and sisters? 

Hebrews encourages that in the last chapter: “Continue to remember those 

in prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are 

mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering” (13:3). 

 Some of the questions I got in the survey about faith ask about 

suffering. “Why do bad things happen to good people?” “Do Christians not 

lose faith in God but wonder why things happen that hurt?” “How can we 

http://www.opendoorsusa.org/
https://www.persecution.com/
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maintain strong faith when everything seems to go wrong?” Let’s take a 

shot at answering those questions. 

 The first answer is, we don’t know why. The Bible doesn’t give a full 

and clear picture of the reasons for suffering, but it does give some 

indications about how evil and pain and death came into the world. Human 

sin has something to do with it. Although, there’s not a direct one-to-one 

correlation between each of our sins and each instance of suffering. What if 

God zapped us or thumped us immediately every time we did something 

wrong? We’d start to be conditioned like lab rats. We’d avoid doing wrong 

so we could avoid the pain. But that’s not the kind of relationship God 

wants with us. That’s not the kind of freedom God intends for us.  

 When we think about why bad happens to good people, we need to 

think about Jesus. He was sinless. He was as good as can be—and he 

suffered horribly. He was betrayed and denied by those closest to him. He 

was despised and rejected. He endured physical torture and death. He 

experienced spiritual suffering. What Jesus went through shows the depths 

of our sin, of the world’s rebellion against God. But he absorbed all that, he 

took it and he redeemed it—or redeemed us through his suffering. 

 Philip Yancey wrote a book years ago called Where Is God When It 

Hurts? After exploring that question from many angles, he concludes that 

God is with us in our pain. Then he says a more important question might 

be, “Where is the church when it hurts?” God calls us, his people, to help 

and encourage and love people in pain. 

 So we don’t give up. We don’t lose faith even when we wonder why 

things happen that hurt. We can know that it’s all right even when 

everything is all wrong. Because God’s not done. Those faithful people in 

the OT kept looking forward, they kept waiting for the promise. They didn’t 

receive it because they lived before Jesus came. But we live after the 

incarnation, death, and resurrection of the Son of God. As the OT faithful 

looked forward to what God would do, we look back on what God has 

done. What are we doing with what we receive in this time of fulfillment 

that Jesus started? And, we still have something to look forward to. We 

expect the final fulfillment of God’s promises and purposes when Jesus 

returns to usher in the new heaven and new earth.  
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 N. T. Wright sums up some of what the writer of Hebrews says here: 

 

The fact that they suffered such things, and that they demonstrated 

that the world wasn’t worthy of them, was a sign that they believed 

that God was making a new world in which everything would be 

better, and that this belief was in fact true. They were out of tune with 

their times because they were living by faith in God’s future world 

while society all around them was living as though the present world 

was all there was or ever would be; and God was giving them 

strength to live like that, thus proving the truth of their claim. They 

were, in their own lives and sufferings, living beacons of hope, 

pointers to the fact that the God who had made the world was 

intending to remake it, and that they were the advance guard of that 

great movement. (Hebrews for Everyone 145) 

 

 When Philip Yancey was researching Where Is God When It Hurts?, he 

met a man named Dr. Paul Brand. Dr. Brand was an orthopedic surgeon 

who specialized in hand surgery. He was also a missionary who treated 

leprosy patients in India. He developed many surgical techniques and other 

treatments to help people with leprosy. Later he worked in a leprosy 

hospital in Louisiana. Dr. Brand told Yancey about “the gift of pain.” 

Leprosy, or Hansen’s disease, kills nerve cells. That makes a person unable 

to feel pain and that leads to self-injury and other injuries that aren’t 

treated. Dr. Brand said one of the greatest gifts he could give his patients 

would be the ability to feel pain. Brand and Yancey went on to write two 

books together.  

 Years later, Philip Yancey was in a life-threatening car wreck. Besides 

various contusions and broken bones, his neck was broken and there were 

shards of bone next to his carotid artery. The ER doctor told him they had a 

jet ready to fly him to Denver for surgery. Then he said that if the bone 

shards punctured his artery, he would die. The doctor didn’t expect him to 

survive the flight. He gave him a cell phone and told him to call people he 

loved and tell them goodbye. 
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 Philip says he lay there and asked himself what was really worth his 

time. He says he thought about these questions: 

 

Who do I love? 

What have I done with my life? 

Am I ready for whatever’s next? 

 (https://renovare.org/podcast/philip-yancey-redeemed-pain)  

 

Then he thought, “I should be living my whole life around those questions.” 

And he points out that it took pain to bring him to that realization. Philip 

did survive and he’s still writing and speaking about faith as well as the 

struggles to believe and to walk by faith.  

 I remember one Sunday morning waking up and feeling terrible. I 

ached and shivered. There was no way I could preach that day. So I called a 

lay speaker who stepped in. As I lay on the couch, I tried to think about the 

Scripture I would have preached on. I wondered how I could identify with 

the suffering of the Bible characters. I thought about what God might be 

saying to me in that experience. My thoughts weren’t as profound as Philip 

Yancey’s. Later, I told my brother about that and he said, “Sometimes you 

just feel bad. You’re not going to learn a lesson right then.” 

 But maybe we can learn something from the pain of living in this 

world that was good, that is fallen and that will be redeemed. Maybe we 

can ask ourselves Yancey’s questions. 

 Who do I love? Have I made relationships an important part of my 

life? Who’s really important to me and do they know it? 

 What have I have done with my life? Have I just lived it for myself or 

have I put my faith in the Lord? Am I committed to God? Am I giving my 

life to bring glory and honor to my Lord? 

 Am I ready for whatever’s next? That could be life beyond death. Or it 

could be the next step in the life of faith here. Where’s God taking us? 

What’s he calling us to do? Are we ready to take the next step of faith and 

obedience with the Lord who love us, who’s always faithful, and who 

promises never to leave us, never to forsake us (Hebrews 13:5)? 

  

https://renovare.org/podcast/philip-yancey-redeemed-pain

