Nothing But The Best #35

“Faith Waiting”

Hebrews 11:11-12


For the past several weeks we have been working our way through Hebrews 11, the great Hall of Fame of Faith. The names are familiar—heroes like Noah, Abraham, and Moses—and their feats are equally noteworthy—the ark, the exodus, surviving a night in a lion’s den. Even those who laid down their lives are heralded for their courage and outstanding faith.


Yet there is one virtue of faith that outshines them all…perhaps because it is so rare. So far we have seen faith wondering, faith worshiping, faith walking, faith working, and faith wandering. Tonight we consider faith waiting.
 Peter Marshall, former chaplain of the U. S. Senate, once prayed, “Teach us, O Lord, the disciplines of patience, for to wait is often harder than to work.”

We read of faith waiting in Hebrews 11:11-12,

By faith Abraham, even though he was past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to become a father because he considered him faithful who had made the promise. And so from this one man, and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the seashore.

Translators and commentators are divided as to the subject of this paragraph—is the author writing about Abraham (the subject of the previous and following paragraphs) or is he mentioning Sarah, introducing a new member to this notable list of saints? The answer, as you might have guessed, is “yes,” as Philip Hughes explains, 

The expression “and Sarah herself” should be regarded as a parenthetical extension of the subject, so that the sense is as follows: “By faith he [Abraham]—and this means Sarah too—received power to beget offspring.”

Even more than the discussion as to the subject of these verses is the surprise to find Abraham and Sarah as examples of faith when, according to Genesis, they (and in particular Sarah) were more conspicuous as an example of doubt than of faith.
 I find that fact makes their inclusion all the more appropriate…and applicable to us today.

Their Faith Was Not Immediate

The first truth to consider is that their faith was not immediate. God had revealed Himself to Abraham and promised that his offspring would be innumerable. Problem was, Abraham and Sarah were getting along in years and had yet to produce any children. In Genesis 17 God reiterates this promise. Let’s pick up the reading at verses 15-17, 

God also said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you are no longer to call her Sarai; her name will be Sarah. I will bless her and will surely give you a son by her. I will bless her so that she will be the mother of nations; kings of peoples will come from her.” 

Abraham fell facedown; he laughed and said to himself, “Will a son be born to a man a hundred years old? Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?” 
What was Abraham’s reaction to this promise of the Lord? He laughed! He could not believe his ears! 

Fast forward to Genesis 18:10-15, 

Then the Lord said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son.”

Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him. Abraham and Sarah were already old and well advanced in years, and Sarah was past the age of childbearing. So Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, “After I am worn out and my master is old, will I now have this pleasure?” 

Then the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, 'Will I really have a child, now that I am old?' Is anything too hard for the Lord? I will return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son.” 

Sarah was afraid, so she lied and said, “I did not laugh.”

But he said, “Yes, you did laugh.” 

It’s almost comical to read of the reactions of this elderly couple being told they would not only have a child, but have their first child together! Of course she laughed… wouldn’t you? I like how Chuck Swindoll puts Sarah’s thoughts in today’s terms: “I’m no spring chicken; I’m more like a dying hen. And he’s no Italian stallion anymore. Everything hurts…and what doesn’t hurt, doesn’t work!” 

Think about it this way: both Abraham and Sarah were called to ignore the circumstances of their past experience and their current age, and to trust God’s promise that they would have a son. In spite of initial incredulity, in which they both shared, both believed that parenthood was possible.

Before we are too hard on Sarah, we must remember that she had proved herself to be a woman of faith by her willingness to identify herself completely with Abraham’s great venture of faith, from the time of the departure from Ur and throughout the long years of danger and hardship in the land of promise.
 Now she, too, had to believe that the God who made promises would honor His Word despite how impossible it must have seemed to her as a woman long past childbearing years. Sarah was willing to have her attitude changed. Her faith grew as a result.

Isn’t it encouraging to hear, however, that our faith need not be immediate to be recognized by God as genuine? How many of us always trust God the first time? True, when we do not, we bring problems on ourselves (as we will see with Abraham and Sarah in a moment), but an initial lack of trust does not eliminate us from God’s plan.

Their Faith Was Not Impeccable


Secondly, we discover that their faith was not impeccable—it was not perfect. Going back a couple of chapters we read in Genesis 16:1-3,

Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. But she had an Egyptian maidservant named Hagar; so she said to Abram, “The Lord has kept me from having children. Go, sleep with my maidservant; perhaps I can build a family through her.”

Abram agreed to what Sarai said. So after Abram had been living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his wife took her Egyptian maidservant Hagar and gave her to her husband to be his wife.
Few incidents in the Old Testament bother modern Chris​tians more than this one, which involves Abraham’s adultery and Sarah’s unusual involvement in it. What Abraham did was not right. And God did not tell him it was right. But we can learn why Abraham and Sarah thought what they did was right.
Fathering a son was the highest value Abraham’s culture had for marriage. Abraham loved Sarah, and Sarah loved him in return. As a couple, they had achieved a level of success and affluence few of us expect for ourselves. But their marriage hadn’t produced a son, which made all Abraham’s accomplish​ments meaningless to him. The tragedy of having worked his whole life only to turn his estate over to an adopted slave haunted him. In our culture, it’s hard to identify with the intensity of that feeling. Abraham would have done anything for a son of his own.

For women in Sarah’s time, affirmation came only from mo​therhood. They had no status in life apart from having children. Sarah could be a good wife, but it wasn’t enough to give her life meaning. The same was true when Hannah was barren (1 Samuel 1). Her husband asked her if he wasn’t better for her than ten sons, and she answered no. As much as Sarah loved Abraham, and Hannah loved Elkanah, they needed sons to give their lives meaning.

Enter Hagar, an Egyptian handmaid. Hagar offered the opportunity for both Sarah and Abraham to have their dreams fulfilled. As Sarah’s servant she could, according to the standards of their society, become a mother in place of her mistress. The arrangement was not unlike surrogate mothers we read about in the news.

A collection of contracts, deeds, personal letters, and other documents discovered in the ancient Mesopotamian city of Nuzi illuminates some of the strange cultural practices of the patri​archs. One contract uncovered was similar to a modern-day pre-nuptial agreement. It didn’t establish rules for the division of property in the event of divorce, as modern ones do. Rather, it addressed the much more pressing issue of fertility. What was to be done if the marriage produced no children?

The contract specified that Miss Kelim-ninu was to be given in marriage to Mr. Shenimma. In the event that no children were born, Miss Kelim-ninu had to acquire a slave girl as wife for Mr. Shenimma. The contract also mentioned that the bride-to-be would receive a slave girl as a wedding gift. The custom seems barbaric to people for whom having children is a greater concern than not having them.

At 85 years of age, Abraham was probably not driven by his desire for another woman. But he was driven by the desire for a son. Sons were the ancient world’s social security. Without a male heir to inherit the husband’s wealth, the wife could only hope she died before her spouse. Without a strong son, neither parent could be assured of a place to stay or hands to care for them when the inevitable disabilities of old age overtook them. This social setting motivated Sarah’s decision to offer Hagar to Abra​ham, and certainly the same setting motivated Abraham to ac​cept the offer. This plan was conceived by Abraham and Sarah, not God. The Bible records the actions of its main characters as they happened, not as they should have happened.

The biggest problem is that throughout the discussion, no one sought the Lord’s input. Sarah didn’t pray. Abraham didn’t sacrifice at one of the altars he’d built. How much better things would have been if Abraham had said, “Lord, we’re getting old, and the wait gets harder with each passing year. Our longing has become almost unbearable. We thought of a way to have a child. We wonder if You approve.”

What they did was not part of God’s plan—it was wrong. Their faith was not impeccable, yet God still blessed them and used them in His plan. Their actions still had consequences…painful consequences that reverberate to our own day. Yet God did not toss them aside and say, “Well, I guess I’ll have to use someone else now!”

As M. R. DeHaan writes,

These all were men and women of like passion as we are, and yet they gained the victory. None of these were perfect or devoid of temptation. With far less light than we have today, they pressed on in spite of temporary defeats, frequent stumbling and setbacks, and unspeakable oppositions. But victory implies a battle, for there can be no victory where there is no fighting. Salvation is free, but victory means sacrifice; to win the race means discipline. We shall see the price of victory in some of these examples, but before we do, we must first look at the nature of the faith which made the victory possible.

How encouraging to know that our faith need not be perfect to be used by God! But there is one aspect to Abraham and Sarah’s faith that made it usable.

Their Faith Was Insurmountable 
Their faith was insurmountable. In the words of DeHaan above, this is “the nature of the faith which made the victory possible.” They did not give up, even after initial disbelief and rash disobedience. They had a persistent faith that endured to the end…just the kind of faith the author of Hebrews has been calling his readers to throughout this letter!

How do we know that God still accepted them and used them in His plan? By the changing of their names. Abram’s name was changed to Abraham, and Sarai’s name was changed to Sarah.
 Whenever God changed the name of someone in the Bible, that meant He planned to use them in a mighty way. Consider some of those people—Jacob (later called Israel), Simon (later called Peter), Saul (later called Paul)—none of these people exercised great faith before (some were downright scoundrels!) Yet God would choose them and use them for His glory.

How can this be? The emphasis is on God, not us. We need not be great men and women of faith, nor men and women of great faith, but rather men and women of faith in a great God! That is where the emphasis must lie!

Turn to 2 Timothy 2:11-13. I must admit, when I read this passage for the first time, I had to read it again. I couldn’t believe my eyes! I think we would agree with the first three couplets:

If we died with him, we will also live with him (no problem there) 

If we endure, we will also reign with him (amen!)

If we disown him, he will also disown us (that sounds about right)

If we are faithless, he will remain faithful… (huh?) 

When our faith fails, God remains faithful! Isn’t that great news! God is not hand-cuffed by our humanness! When we blow it (and how many of us don’t?) God does not shake His head and mutter, “Well, I guess I have to go with Plan B.” God has no Plan B! He knows the end from the beginning and has His plan already in place!

Now I am not advocating making bad decisions as Christians. Our choices reap consequences, good and bad. Ask Abraham and Sarah about the consequences of their choice to scheme instead of believe. It practically tore their family apart, and the long range consequences (the animosity between Ishmael’s descendents, the Arabs, and Isaac’s descendents, the Jews) reverberate to our own day.

My point is that, despite our failures of faith, God is not through with us! Too often Christians and churches look for ways to disqualify people, telling God in effect whom He may or may not use. Do you want to know if God still wants to use you in His service? Breathe in. Breathe out. You passed! As long as God gives us life, He has a purpose for us to fulfill. Ask Jacob…or Samson…or Peter…or Paul. 

We sing the words of the classic hymn, “Faith is the victory that overcomes the world!” Sometimes faith is the victory that overcomes ourselves. One of the overlooked aspects of biblical faith is endurance. Throughout this book of Hebrews we are told that we must endure to the end. That is also a theme of the book of Revelation.

Abraham and Sarah provide us the example of faith waiting. No, they are not perfect examples of patience, yet even their failings of faith encourage us today.

Swindoll provides a helpful tool when we find ourselves needing patience:

You might find yourself in Abram’s predicament right now, and you’re praying that great American prayer, “Lord, hurry up!” You want answers now; you want His blessing now. You’re convinced you’ve waited long enough. Waiting is difficult, and you want prog​ress, so your great temptation when the Lord doesn’t appear to be doing anything is to get things going yourself. Your predicament has dragged on for too long, and you’re tired of it.

If that describes you (if it doesn’t now, it will soon!), I have a four-letter word for you: wait. The word forms an acrostic of four imperatives that you may find helpful.

Walk a little slower. When you feel the need to hurry God along or to make something happen to advance God’s agenda for your life, apply the brakes. It’s time to slow your pace, step away from the situation, and devote yourself to a time of solitude and prayer—and perhaps even fasting. Ask some trusted advisers to join you in seeking God’s mind—people who have the love and courage to say things you don’t like to hear. Then resolve not to hurry things along. More often than not, we regret the things we did, not the things we didn’t do.

Ask God for increased patience, wisdom, and self-control. No doubt you have already prayed for this, but the very fact that you’re agitated and itching for action says you need to continue asking. Your best decisions occur when your spirit is calm, when confidence in God’s sovereign control has displaced your worry, when you’re tuned in to the gentle prompting of the Holy Spirit. Use prayer as an opportu​nity to express yourself fully to the Lord. Describe your worry, your fear, your frustration. He already knows everything, of course, but it’s a great relationship builder—not to mention amazingly therapeutic.

Imagine the worst-case scenario that might happen if you waited. Instead of running ahead, stop and think ahead: What’s the worst possible outcome if I do nothing? When a situation truly demands action, this question can bring good ideas to the surface. Most often, however, the answer is disappointingly dull. In the case of Abram and Sarai, the worst possible outcome for waiting on pregnancy was more of the status quo.

Think of others who will be impacted by your decision. Running ahead of God’s timing always causes collateral damage. You hurt yourself, which is bad enough. You also cause harm to innocent bystanders. In Abram and Sarai’s case, their running ahead changed a young woman’s life forever, and a child was born into a tense, divided household.


We need a faith that waits on God and His perfect timing. If you look at your life and see times that you have failed, don’t give up! Pick yourself up and start trusting anew. God has not given up on you…don’t give up on yourself!
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