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In this well-known chapter on faith, the apostle Paul describes what faith is in terms of the 
effect it should have on believers. He then gives his readers a list of faithful men and women 
who have demonstrated in their lives those qualities motivated by their faith. 

The Hebrew believers knew full well that faith was belief in God’s word, but they needed to be 
forcefully reminded what was involved in the demonstration of faith especially when, as a 
nation, their whole system of culture and worship was soon to be destroyed and their 
individual faith, as brothers and sisters, was shortly to be put to the test. 

The two aspects of faith are given as: “the substance of things hoped for” and “the evidence of 
things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1 AV). So, where true faith exists, it gives substantive hope in 
God’s promises, being proved, by its outworking in faithful men and women’s lives. The 
Temple with its ever-increasing ritual worship and traditions was the focus of highly visible 
forms of the Jews worship, but these things were soon to pass away and true worship, in terms 
of spirit and truth, was to give reality and purpose to the true follower of Jesus Christ. In this 
way, the unseen becomes a reality. This has been demonstrated by faithful men and women of 
all ages and is a challenge for us today as it was in their days. As Romans tells us: “The just (the 
righteous) shall live by faith (Romans 1:17). 

Faith, then, is not just a system of beliefs; It has to influence behaviour and develop the fruit 
of righteousness. The Apostle Peter exhorts a similar audience and at a similar time to Paul by 
saying that the Jewish believers were to give: “...all diligence, add to your faith virtue; and to 
virtue knowledge; and to knowledge temperance; and to temperance patience; and to 
patience godliness; and to godliness brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness 
charity” (2 Peter 1:5-7. The thoughts to the Jewish believers are echoed here by Peter. But 
the point to make here is that faith is to be added to and developed in order to achieve divine 
characteristics in the believer, so that they become more Christ-like. Faith then is real and 
dynamic and has to be worked out with fear and trembling. 

God has declared that He will work out His Purpose through men and women and, as such, 
works His Sovereign Will through the fallen state of humanity in all its frailty and thinking. 
The men and women listed in this chapter (Hebrews 11) were of like passions as ourselves 
and had to work out their faith in their times and circumstances. The list gives us a precise 
summary of their lives of faith, showing the purpose of God working through their lives in 
order to bring about the outcome desired by God. These were not automatons but had their 
own will and character. Although the Apostle recalls the lives of many notable and faithful 
individuals, each one still had to be tried and tested in order to establish themselves as faithful 

Two great examples given are those of Abraham and Sarah. The Apostle Paul succinctly 
summarises their faith to make his point, but these two people of faith had to work out their 
faith in the circumstances presented to them. 

In Hebrews 11:8-10 we read of the faith of Abraham and how it motivated him to become 
righteous before God. But in his life he had to learn and experience God’s will in order to 
develop his faith. When Abram was called by God from Ur of the Chaldees, Abram obeyed. He 
was given the promise of a great nation, a great name and blessings which included all families 
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of the earth. In Genesis 12:1-3 we read of how he and part of his family eventually travelled 
through the land towards the south. Now the record says that there was famine in the land and 
so they went down into Egypt to survive. Were they forced into this? 

Having been given the promises that Abram was to be central to God’s purpose, what was their 
thinking? There was a choice. Abram could have stayed in the land of Canaan and put his faith 
in God to preserve him from starvation, or move into Egypt for his survival, upon which so 
much depended. The latter was chosen and as a result it appears the situation became worse. 
Again, in order to secure Abram’s life, he and Sarah agreed a ploy to say she was his sister (a 
half-truth as Terah was their father but they had different mothers): “that it may be well with 
me for thy sake and my soul shall live because of thee” (Genesis 12:13). Again, the 
motivation was the preservation of Abram in order to realise God’s promise (or so they 
thought). 

However, the situation became even more extreme because the record says that Pharaoh took 
Sarai to be his wife until great plagues were sent on Pharaoh’s house to redeem the situation. 
It is ironic that through the physical beauty and character of Sarai, Abram gained great 
possessions whilst staying in Egypt and was able to take them with him when Pharoah 
commands his men to send him and Sarai away. A similar episode was to occur sometime later 
with Abimelech, king of Gerar (Genesis 20) and on a much larger scale under Moses and the 
exodus of the nation of Israel from Egypt after despoiling them. 

Another episode in their lives was when the barren Sarai suggested to Abram that she could: 
“obtain children” (Genesis 16:2) by Hagar, the Egyptian handmaid who must have come out 
of her country with the family. Perhaps Sarai was motivated by the promises made to Abram 
and thought that God was delaying His promise (which he was) and so was trying to influence 
events as she saw them, in order to fulfil the promises made? 

In Genesis 15 God reassures Abram that the heir would come out of his own bowels and not 
from Eliezer his steward. God then makes a covenant with Abram reassuring him that his seed 
will possess the promised land. 

By now they had been ten years in the land and Sarai was about seventy five years old, so we 
can appreciate the anxiety that was felt and their attempt to pre-empt the purpose of God. 
Again, the situation that was thought to be the solution, turned out to be unbearable for all 
parties, causing Sarah, after her humiliation, to afflict Hagar, who flees with Ishmael. 

Abram and Sarai had to wait at least a further fifteen years for Sarah to bare Isaac showing 
that with God nothing is impossible: “Is anything too hard for the Lord?” (Genesis 18:14). 
It was a strange episode for Sarah when she had to learn of her pregnancy indirectly at the tent 
door! Her inward thoughts and reaction are picked up by the Lord and are used by the Apostle 
Peter to establish the correct attitude of a wife to her husband, (I Peter 3:1-7). This 
relationship and attitude can be a challenge in the lives of married brethren and sisters in 
today’s secular society. 

So, we have seen, very fleetingly, that this great man and woman had to work out their faith 
through the challenges they faced and having met those challenges: “obtained a good 
report” (Hebrews 11:39). They exercised their faith all through their lives being obedient to 
God’s will and at the same time, showing all the human weakness and thinking with which we 
are associated. 

So let us come and remember the Lord Jesus Christ in Bread and Wine as we reflect upon the 
son of God whose life of faithful obedience prepared the way for those who were to follow in 
his footsteps and in the footsteps of all those faithful men and women recorded in Hebrews 
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11 who : “...received not the promise: God having provided some better thing for us, that they 
without us should not be made perfect” (Hebrews 11:40). 
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