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Living by Faith: Strength to be Alleviated or Suffer
Hebrews 11:29-38

November 2, 2014

Dan Hoffman

[Pray]
What do you do when an aspect of your faith is challenged and you don’t necessarily like the answers you come up with?
…
I was volunteering up at UNBC when one of the chapel regulars came in.  This woman is a very intelligent, out of the box thinker, who does not call herself a Christian but is interested in matters of faith.
At first the conversation was very accusatory in nature.  The questions she had seemed more like attacks.  She wanted to know why, if God is real, He lets bad things happen to His people.  She wanted to know why several texts in the Bible describe women as second class citizens.  Why God commanded His people to annihilate whole cities in their conquest of Canaan?  And other questions of similar magnitude.
If you’ve ever been peppered with questions like these you know how uncomfortable the conversation can become.  You also probably know that many times these “questions” are more like excuses why not to believe than real questions.  In my experience even when I have been able to provide good answers I have never seen the person respond by saying “Wow, you’ve beaten me in debate, now how do I become a Christian?”
Knowing that I decided to take a different tactic this time.  After about 15 minutes of questions she finally grew quiet and looked smugly at me for a response.  

“Look” I said, “those are excellent and difficult questions and I just want to admit up front that I don’t have conclusive answers for some of them.  But here’s what I’m committed to.  It matters to me that what I believe is founded on truth.  I don’t have to like everything I believe as long as it is true.  I believe this so much that if Christianity isn’t true then I’m willing to throw it all away and start over.  Everything is on the table.  So why don’t you and I spend some time as two learners looking into those questions and see what we come up with?”

And she appreciated that, and from there the discussion changed.  While she is still interested in debate, her concerns have become questions open to answers.  And together we, as two students of truth, have looked into several difficult matters in a conversation that has lasted three years.  I have to admit I haven’t liked everything I’ve found, but it isn’t what I like that matters, but what is true.
…

If you’ve been with us over the last several weeks you know we are in the middle of a series through Hebrews chapter 11.  And today we are continuing that and will be looking at a side of God’s sovereignty that might make some of us uncomfortable – we might not like what we find.
In fact many in Christianity have chosen to ignore the text we are looking at today because it doesn’t line up with how they think God should act.  But if we care about truth we have to get into difficult texts and allow them to challenge our defective views rather than dogmatically sticking to our guns.  Even if it means we have to change some of what we believe.
So if you haven’t already, please open your Bibles to Hebrews chapter 11 and specifically verses 29 through 38.  What we find here brings us to the end of the list of God pleasing examples that the author of Hebrews has outlined for us.  
And the main point of today’s passage centers around a massive transition in the middle of verse 35.  Everything hinges on this transition.  And what we are going to see is that the God we put our faith in is sovereign (that means He is in control) but at the same time His actions are not subject to our understanding.  Our God is a big God.  His ways and His thoughts are above our thoughts.  And this means that there are some things He does, perhaps many things, that we won’t understand and don’t like but the truth claim is that we must choose to accept God for who He is if our faith in Him is going to be saving faith.

As we look at this text there are 5 things that I think it teaches us about God and our faith in Him.

First, look with me at verse 29 and following.

[Read Hebrews 11:29-35a]

1.) The first thing this text teaches us about God is that: God can and does use miracles and providential means to alleviate the suffering of His faithful people.
God does this!  One of the most exciting things about being a follower of Jesus is seeing Him work in the world around us.  Do you get excited about seeing God work?  And Hebrews 11 tells us the way we get to see this through faith.  Verse 1 says:
Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. (Hebrews 11:1 KJV)

That means Christian faith has substance that can be felt and tasted and is built upon proofs or evidences that are invisible unless you have eyes of faith.  And if you have seen God at work in your own life you know how exciting this is.
And in the verses we just read there are lots of examples of God’s miraculous and providential interventions into the world to alleviate the suffering of His faithful people.  
Now I’m using the words “miraculous” and “providential” carefully because I want to differentiate between two ways God acts.  So first, miracles are events that God causes to happen that defy the “normal order” of things.  And we see this throughout this text for example in verse 29 we read that by faith the Israelites passed through the Red Sea.

Now this was a miraculous event.  When, in faith, Moses stretched out his rod an intense eastern wind blew that literally split the Red Sea and dried a strip through the middle of it so soundly that a million people and their cattle and carts could walk through without getting their boots muddy.  This is not what normally happens when you raise a stick next to a body of water.
  This was a miracle.
Similarly in verse 30 we read about the destruction of Jericho...  Now there is nothing miraculous about the defeat of a city, but the way this city was defeated was miraculous.  Joshua and the Israelites walked around it for 7 days and then walls that minutes earlier had been impenetrable came crashing down.

Now some have argued that Israel’s footsteps and the blasts of their trumpets somehow triggered seismic activity and an earthquake brought the walls down – have you heard something like this?  This suggestion comes as an attempt to explain how this “miracle” could happen, but it’s ridiculous to try to explain miracles.  A miracle by definition is something that God does outside the realm of science that can not be explained or reproduced by human experiment.  That’s what makes it a miracle.  So however God caused the walls to come down it had nothing to do with the physical act of walking and everything to do with God responding to their faith.  Does that make sense?
Verse 33 talks about the mouths of lions being shut.  This is a reference to King Darius throwing the prophet Daniel into a den full of hungry lions.
  Naturally hungry lions eat people, but God miraculously caused this not to happen.
Verse 34 talks about those who “quenched the fury of the flames.”  Here the reference is to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego who refused to bow to King Nebuchadnezzar’s golden statue.  In anger he bound and threw them into a furnace stoked so hot that it killed the guards who pushed them in, and yet they walked out unscathed.
  This was a miraculous rescue.
And verse 35 talks about women receiving their dead, raised back to life.  Both Elijah and Elisha raised the dead sons of women who came to them in faith.

And every one of these examples has something in common.  They are miraculous accounts of God interfering with the natural order of things to bring about spectacular results because of the faith of His children.  
And God still does this today.  I’ve heard stories of God growing back amputated limbs – that’s impossible but God’s done it.  I’ve heard of people being diagnosed and confirmed as having cancer only to return for another inspection and find it completely gone without receiving treatment.  I’ve heard of people actually growing back missing eyeballs; paraplegics getting out of their wheel chairs.  God can and still does intervene in the lives of His faithful saints in miraculous ways.  And if you ever get to witness a miraculous intervention by God it is an incredibly exciting and faith building experience.
But God doesn’t only work through miraculous means.  Sometimes He alleviates the suffering of His servants through providential means.  And by “providential” I mean things that don’t classify as miracles.  They aren’t extraordinary or nature defying and they can be explained as coincidences by those without faith.  But to those with eyes of faith they are the evidence of God alleviating the suffering of His faithful servants.

And there are several examples of this kind of intervention in our text today as well.  So in verse 31 Rahab the prostitute (great way to be known right!) was spared and so did not die along with the rest of the residents of Jericho.  Now her surviving wasn’t a miracle – lots of people have survived invasions, but it was providential.  Rahab went on to marry an Israelite man, become the great, great grandmother of King David and therefore a part of Jesus’ lineage!
  Without Rahab there would be no King David and no Jesus – that’s providential!  

In verse 32 and 33 it talks about men like Gideon, Barak, Jephthah and David conquering kingdoms, administering justice escaping the edge of the sword, becoming powerful in battle and routing foreign armies.  

All these stories are in the Bible and all of them are great accounts of God’s deliverance but they don’t classify as miracles because these things can happen naturally.  Many others have conquered kingdoms, and not died in battle even with smaller armies than they were opposing.  But even though these things aren’t miracles, eyes of faith enable us to see God’s involvement.  Does that make sense?
And God operates this way a lot of the time in the lives of His faithful today.  My mom recovered from esophagus cancer while the 30 other patients her doctor was monitoring at the same time all died.  God provided scholarships Nikki and I didn’t qualify for so that we could survive as students.  One time when I was trapped in the cold in a car without keys God ordained a sporadic ignition malfunction to allow the car to start without the key.
In each of these situations God was very much present, alleviating the suffering of His children, but doing it in ways that were less spectacular than all out miracles.

So the point of Hebrews 11:29-35 is this: When God’s children call out to Him by faith, He can and still does show up in our lives to alleviate our suffering.

Friends our God is not dead.  He is still very much involved in the lives of the faithful.  And so I urge you when you pray to pray believing for God’s divine intervention – don’t waver in your belief.  God still acts through miracles and providential means today.  Amen?

…
2.) But that isn’t where this text ends.  And so the second point of this passage is that while God is able, sometimes He does not work miracles or acts of providence to deliver His faithful servants from suffering.  
Look with me now at the stark transition that we get in the second half of verse 35...  The author goes from talking about all sorts of amazing ways God has show up and delivered His people, to talking about all sorts of devastating things that have happened to God’s faithful people.  Let’s pick it up in verse 35.

[Read Hebrews 11:35-38]

God did not deliver these people either by miracle or by act of providence.  And here is the real clincher – these people were just as faithful, just as faith filled as those in the first half.  And there are two things in the text that affirm this for us.

First back in verse 32 at the beginning of the list it talks about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David and Samuel and then in 33 it says “who through faith”… did all these things.  But there is no break between the good things, the conquering kingdoms, shutting the mouths of lions and escaping the edge of the sword; and the bad things – facing floggings, imprisonment, stoning and being sawn in two.

The words “through faith” are linking words that join all these people and acts together – both positive and negative.
And we get the same thing at the end of the list.  Verse 39 tells us “These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.”  Here the author is talking specifically about those in the second half of the list who suffered everything terrible.  So while verse 33 tells us the first half of the list “gained what was promised”, here verse 39 tells us that while they were commended for their faith “none [of the second half of the list] received what had been promised.

So, in verse 33, some people, by faith, conquered kingdoms and administered justice, while other people, verse 36, by the same faith, faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment.  Some people, in verse 34, by faith, escaped the edge of the sword, while other people, verse 37, by the same faith, were killed by the sword.  There is no difference in quality of faith between the people on the first half of this list and those in the second.  The only difference is that God saved some faithful people while He let other faithful people die.  
Do you like that?...  No.  Neither do I.

…

Tradition gives us some insight into a couple of the deaths of the greatest faith heroes in the Bible.

So for example church historian Tertullian tells us that Jeremiah was stoned to death by the people God sent Him to prophesy to.
  Now he didn’t die this way because of a lack of faith.
Tradition also tells us about the terrible death the prophet Isaiah suffered having been accused of treason by the wicked king Manasseh because he told him God did not approve of his ways.  Manasseh didn’t like this so he captured him and cut him in half with a wooden saw.
  

And godly people died like this in the New Testament as well.  Not long after Jesus ascended to heaven the early church began experiencing persecution.  In Acts we read that:
It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to persecute them. He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword. When he saw that this met with approval among the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. (Acts 12:1-3)
There were three disciples who were closest to Jesus, Peter, James and John.  And James was the first of the 12 to be martyred.  James saw Jesus with his own eyes, and put his faith in Him as God with his whole heart and yet Jesus didn’t save him from the sword.  

But when Herod seized Peter and locked him up with plans to do the same Jesus sent an angel to miraculously break him out of jail.
  Read Acts 12, it’s crazy!  One faithful servant died and the other was spared.
And so I ask you again, Do you like this?...  Neither do I, but it doesn’t matter because it’s true.  Just as often as God intervenes to deliver His faithful servants from suffering He allows them to experience suffering and even death.  
3.) And so, because God both saves and does not save the faithful, the third thing we learn from this text is that the circumstances we find ourselves in have nothing to do with our level of faith.
Now this is actually really encouraging.  The reality is all of us will suffer in this life.  If we live long enough, all of us will lose people close to us, and ultimately all of us will die.  That’s not pessimism, that’s reality.  And so if our faith was tied to God always alleviating us from suffering, all of us would lose our faith in the end.  But because our suffering is not a sign of God’s displeasure, our faith can survive difficult times.  
…
Some of the worst stories I have ever heard are of God’s children being told that they or their loved ones are sick or have died because of a lack of faith.  This makes me so mad because this talk destroys people and has no basis in scripture.  In fact it is the very opposite of what Hebrews preaches here.  
In contrast to that hopeless talk this text tells us that God is sovereign and in control throughout the worst this world can throw at us.  God doesn’t leave us or forsake us when we suffer; He is as close as ever.

What this means practically is that we should pray in faith believing that God can and does intervene to change our circumstances.  We should pray this way because He might.  And if He does we will be given the eyes to see Him work in a powerful way.  But we should pray in faith choosing to believe regardless of whether He acts or not because He is God not us.  He knows what will bring Himself glory and expand His kingdom and He will act to that end regardless of how weak or strong our faith is.
That’s the third point.  Our circumstances whether good or bad, have nothing to do with our level of faith.
…
4.) But perhaps that makes you ask “How can we trust God if sometimes He alleviates us from our suffering and sometimes He doesn’t?”  And this brings us to the fourth thing this text teaches.  The author of Hebrews wants us to know we can have faith no matter how God acts because most of the reward He promises is yet to come.
Because this life is all we know it is so easy to get wrapped up in what God does or doesn’t do here.  But our perspective is so short!  When God steps in and alleviates our suffering we get so excited, and when He doesn’t we get so depressed.  But both of these responses are mistaken.

True faith isn’t surprised when God intervenes, and true faith isn’t depressed when He doesn’t because true faith has its eyes focused on the future reward.  And I get this from verse 35.

Verse 35 talks about the greatest miracle that can happen to a person on earth – resurrection from the dead.  But the second half of the verse says others refused “to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection.”

These people recognized that even coming back from the dead doesn’t hold a candle to what God has for us in the future.  There is a better resurrection awaiting the faithful.
And so true faith loves God more than anything we want from Him, or anything we have that could be taken away.  True faith loves God more than family, more than security, more than a good retirement, more than a great ministry of doing good things for God.  True faith says no matter what I have or have taken away I love God more.  He is the reward I’m seeking.  And as long as I get Him I don’t care whatever else happens to me.  
Job gave us a picture of this faith when he said:


Though He slay me, yet will I hope in Him (Job 13:15)
Saving faith is faith that loves God and trusts Him regardless of what He gives or what He takes away because it knows that God’s coming reward for the faithful is greater than anything we could ever have here on earth.

5.) Finally, the fifth thing this text teaches is that faithful people are God’s gift to the world.  
I get this in verses 37 and 38 where it says these people were put to death by stoning, sawn in two, killed by the sword, they were destitute, persecuted and mistreated… and then verse 38 says “the world was not worthy of them.”

When you aren’t worthy of something but receive it anyway it comes as a gift.  This is the way that every Christian receives God’s grace – as an unmerited gift.  And here Hebrews describes faithful Christians, who suffer for Christ and do it with their eyes set on the future reward, as a gift to the world.

In the second century, church historian Tertullian noticed that when persecution broke out and Christians suffered and died, instead of the church weakening and going extinct as was hoped, it thrived.  And watching this happen he penned the words “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.”
  

This was true only a couple generations after Jesus and it is still true today.  November is the month Christians all over the world pray for our persecuted brothers and sisters.  We pray for deliverance, but we also pray knowing that when God allows His faithful servants to suffer, and they do it with their eyes set on their future reward, they become a gift to the world that it is totally unworthy of.  And it is when unworthy people receive God’s gift that they are changed.
…
Friends, the God we serve can and does miraculously and providentially interfere with the world we live in to alleviate suffering.  But He is sovereign and He doesn’t always do that.  He is in control, not us.  And since both these things are true we can live knowing that our circumstances are not signs of His displeasure and instead of despair set our eyes on the greater reward still to come.  Friends, because this is true you and I have the opportunity to become God’s gift to this world.  Do you want that kind of legacy?  I do.

Now God’s sovereignty is a truth many times we don’t like.  Many times it leads to conclusions we don’t understand, and can’t see how God’s choice could possibly increase His glory and expand His kingdom.  But it’s not what we like that matters but what is true.

And what is true is that God is pleased by the faith Hebrews prescribes here.
This doesn’t mean that we won’t find ourselves in situations we can’t understand.  It doesn’t mean there aren’t questions we don’t have good answers for.  But because Jesus’ words are true and He is in control it does mean that we can choose to be faithful no matter what.  

Brothers and sisters, choose to live out this kind of faith to please your Creator. 
� Outline for the following 5 points adapted from John Piper’s sermon “Faith to be Strong and Faith to be Weak” (Preached Aug 10th 1997)


� Exodus 14:21-31


� Joshua 6


� Daniel 6


� Daniel 3


� 1 Kings 7:17-24; 2 Kings 4:32-25


� Matthew 1:5


� See footnote in Bruce, F.F. “The Epistle to the Hebrews” (Grand Rapids: WM. B. Eerdman’s Pub Co), 1973. pg 340. 
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� Acts 12:6-19
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