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Following by Faith 

Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-19 
 

 Can you imagine it? Here was a man, who to this point in his life had been a pagan like 

everybody else around him.  

 We don’t know how it happened, but somehow, the LORD came to him and said, “Abram,” 

(that was his name then), “I want you to leave your country and your kin and your father’s 

house, and go to a land that I will show you. I will make you a great nation, I will bless you, 

and you will be a blessing to all the families of the earth” (Genesis 12:1-3, paraphrased).1 It 

was a summons Abram couldn’t ignore, and a promise he couldn’t get out of his mind. So he 

went! 

 Imagine that! He didn’t know where he was going; in fact, he didn’t have a clue! He just 

knew that God had called him, and that God was leading him, and that after such a summons and 

such a promise, he really didn’t have a whole lot of choice in the matter. 

 So he went. He was 75 years old when he set out on this journey. He took his wife Sarai and 

his possessions, along with his nephew Lot and his stuff. And he went, following God by faith, 

having no earthly idea where God was leading him, only that he would know it when God 

showed him. 
 

Abraham’s journey 

 In time, Abram and his band made their way from Haran down to Canaan, to the area of 

Shechem. There the LORD appeared to Abram and promised to give the land of Canaan to his 

descendants. Abram built an altar and worshiped God there, then continued to move around for a 

while in Canaan, gradually moving south. Later on the LORD would change Abram’s name to 

Abraham, and Sarai’s to Sarah, in connection with His promise to give them a son in their old 

age. 

 Something had captured Abraham’s heart in all this— call it a summons, a purpose, even a 

vision if you will. All he knew was that God had called him, and he had to follow God, whatever 

that took. Oh, his faith wavered at times, and sometimes he and Sarah took things into their own 

hands, only to have them backfire. 

 Like the time they went down to Egypt during a famine. The first place where they went 
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wrong was in leaving the land that the LORD had promised them and going to Egypt instead of 

trusting Him to supply their needs in the place to which He had led them. When they got to 

Egypt, there was another problem. Abram was afraid that if the Egyptians knew that Sarai was 

his wife, they’d kill him to take her. So he told Sarai, “Please say that you are my sister . . .” 

And just as Abram feared, the Egyptians told Pharaoh about Sarai. He took her and dealt well 

with Abram because of her, giving Abram sheep, oxen, male and female donkeys, male and 

female servants, and camels. But when the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his household with 

plagues, Abram fell out of Pharaoh’s good graces and was told to take his wife and go away 

(Genesis 12:10-20). 

 Then there was the time when Sarai, following the customs of the day, asked Abraham to 

take her servant Hagar as a wife to provide the heir God had promised them. After all, it had 

been nearly 15 years, and she and Abraham weren’t getting any younger. That plan very 

understandably and predictably led to ill feelings between Sarai and Hagar, and set up a rivalry 

and conflict that has continued for over 4,000 years down to this very day among the 

descendants of Abraham (Genesis 16). 

 But when it was all said and done, Abraham trusted God. Though there were some detours 

and failures, though he did try to take things into his own hands at times, the overall pattern of 

Abraham’s life was a journey of following God, a pattern of genuine faith.  

 God kept His promise and gave Abraham and Sarah a son when he was 100 and she was 90. 

They named the little boy Isaac, a name that means he laughs. Indeed, that was appropriate—

both Abraham and Sarah had skeptically laughed at the promise when God made it. Now Sarah 

laughed with joy because God had honored His promise to them (Genesis 17:15-17; 18:10-15; 

21:6). 

 And then later on, God asked Abraham to do the unthinkable—to give Isaac back to Him as a 

burnt offering. It must have been an incredible struggle for him, but Abraham was willing to do 

it—because that’s what God asked him to do. He was willing to do it in faith. And he would 

have done it, too, if God hadn’t stopped him at the last second (Genesis 22:1-19). The writer of 

Hebrews tells us here in our text that Abraham believed that this God who had called him would 

somehow keep His promise, even if it meant bringing Isaac back from the dead (11:17-19)! 
 

Extraordinary faith 

 We look at Abraham’s story and we stand amazed. We admire this kind of faith. We think of 

it as a truly extraordinary faith—the kind of faith that a super-saint has. I mean, think about it. 

When God called Abraham to go to a land He would show him, Abraham followed Him by faith. 

He just trusted God and did it in that faith. No wonder the New Testament says he is the father of 

those who have faith (Romans 4:16-17)! 

 We say to ourselves in our more honest moments, or at least I do, “I’m not sure I could have 

done that.” 

 But could it be that this is exactly what God wants from us? Could it be that just as He did 

with Abraham, God calls us to follow Him wherever He leads us, and that He summons us with 
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this call not only as individuals but also as a church, as a family of faith, a community of 

believers, a company of disciples? 

 It’s a scary thought, isn’t it? 

 What if He calls us to somewhere we’ve never been before? 

 What if He calls us to somewhere we don’t want to go? 

 What if He calls us to go through a dark valley, where we can’t see the way? 

 What if He calls us away from something or somewhere or someone we love so dearly? 

 What if He says, as He did to Abraham, “Come and follow Me”?  

 And we say, “Where, Lord?”  

 And He says, “Just follow me.”  

 Then we say, “But where are we going, Lord?”  

 And He answers, “I’ll tell you when we get there.” 

 Ultimately, isn’t that what following by faith is really all about? To be willing to follow Him 

when we can’t see where we’re going, when the only thing we can see is His footsteps just ahead 

of us? 
 

A personal journey 

 Have you ever been there? I have. 

 I was finishing my next to last semester of undergraduate studies at Campbell University in 

Buies Creek, North Carolina. I had been the pastor of a small church here in southeastern North 

Carolina for almost three years. Overall, things had gone well.  

 Now JoAnn and I really didn’t want to go there when the Lord sent us. We were serving an 

even smaller church in the same county and had gotten to know the previous pastor and his wife. 

So we knew too much about some of the church’s recent history. Pastor-church relations had not 

been good. But we knew God was sending us there. 

 People who knew the church told me, “You’ll be there ninety days, six months at the most.” 

When we went there, and I would introduce myself to people in the community as the church’s 

new pastor, I’d get looks of sympathy and comments like, “I hope they treat you better than the 

last pastor.” 

 But God blessed, and we had three wonderful years there. Those dear folks were so 

supportive of my studies at Campbell, and so expressive of their love and appreciation at a time 

in our lives when we really needed that. I was looking forward to giving them a couple more 

years as their pastor without being in school after I graduated college before I entered my 

seminary studies. 

 Then I went out for a walk one Saturday morning. I was praying as I walked, and all of a 

sudden, clear as a bell, God spoke to my heart and said, “Get ready. I’m going to move you.” 

 It scared me to death. I didn’t even tell Jo Ann about it to begin with. I tried to convince 

myself that it wasn’t the Lord who said this, or that I was misunderstanding what He was saying. 

When I did tell Jo Ann, she said, “I don’t even want to think about it.”  

 But we did, and we began to pray about it. And we finally said, “Alright, Lord, if that’s what 
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You want.” 

 And then we waited. And waited. And waited. 

 That was in May. Nothing happened in the summer. One contact in the fall didn’t go 

anywhere. For six months, we waited, knowing we were pretty much done with our work there, 

but not knowing what was next. 

 But in His time and His way, God opened the door for us to move to a small church within a 

reasonable driving distance from Southeastern Seminary at Wake Forest, North Carolina. This 

also made it possible for JoAnn to attend Campbell while I was in seminary. 

 I wish I could tell you that everything was wonderful there. But those three years and eight 

months were some of the most frustrating of my ministry. And frankly, I didn’t always handle it 

well. It wasn’t that it wasn’t a fine congregation. It was. It wasn’t that the members treated us 

badly—they were actually very good to us. There was just an unfortunate combination of past 

difficulties and present circumstances that made it difficult for the church to move forward. And 

all that was compounded by my deep grief over leaving a church I loved dearly along with grief 

and frustration over the radical changes that were beginning to take place at the seminary. 

 I was like the little boy I heard about whose mother had told him to sit down several times. 

Each time he refused, so she finally forcibly made him sit down. He crossed his arms, poked out 

his lower lip, furrowed his brow, squinted his eyes, and through clenched teeth said, “I’m sittin’ 

down on the outside, but I’m standin’ up on the inside!”  

 I remember being alone at the parsonage one day and going into the small study. I was in an 

awful state of depression. 

 I turned an empty chair around in front of me and imagined Jesus sitting there. Then for 

about forty-five minutes or so, I poured out my complaint to the Lord. I told Him everything I 

was angry or upset about—every grief, every frustration, everything. And by the time I had 

finished talking with Him, getting it all out and listening to His loving replies, I had come to the 

point that it was alright. If that was where God wanted us, we would be there for as long as He 

wanted us there. 

 I look back now on our time at that church and realize that God used that experience in such 

a powerful way to teach me some things that I might never have learned anywhere else. It 

became such a formative time for me as a person and as a pastor. Finally, by His grace, God had 

taught me that following Him by faith sometimes means the hard road. 
 

 That’s how it was with Jesus, wasn’t it?  

 His faithful obedience to the Father, no matter what, led Him down the road of being rejected 

by the religious leaders, being forsaken by His disciples, and being crucified on Golgotha. 

 Early on, when Satan tempted Him in the wilderness, he offered Jesus the easy way to being 

the Messiah. He tried to get Jesus to use His own power for His own benefit, to take a shortcut to 

being accepted by the people as the Coming One. 

 But Jesus refused. He was committed to obeying the Father, to being the Messiah the Father 

had sent Him to be, no matter what. No wonder Paul spoke so often about the faith and 

faithfulness of Christ! 
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 And then Jesus turns and says to you and to me, “If anyone wants to come after Me, he 

must deny himself, take up his cross daily, and follow Me” (Luke 9:23).  

And that kind of following, my brothers and sisters and friends, can only be done by faith. 

  

MEG 
 

 
1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from the New American Standard Bible® (2020 

edition). 


