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“Faith Witnessing”

Hebrews 11:20-22

This evening we have come to the ninth message from Hebrews chapter 11—and the author is still writing about characters from the book of Genesis! In fact, more than half of this great chapter, “the New Testament roll of the faithful,” refers to saints from the first book of the Bible.

In Hebrews 11:20-22, the author mentions three men from the generations after Abraham and how they demonstrated faith in their own lives. I have entitled this message “Faith Witnessing,” and the word “witnessing” can be used in two different ways, both of which apply to these three men. The most common use of the term means to see or to perceive, while another usage—usually by Christians—means to communicate or to pass down a message to another person, as in “witnessing about Jesus.”

Let’s read about these men:

By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau in regard to their future. 
By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of Joseph’s sons, and worshiped as he leaned on the top of his staff. 

By faith Joseph, when his end was near, spoke about the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and gave instructions about his bones. 

If we bring in Abraham from our previous studies, we have here four generations of faith. These men sometimes failed, but basically they were men of faith. They were not perfect, but they were devoted to God and trusted His Word.
 We find this true whenever we study the lives of bygone “heroes of faith.” We discover how human they were and how slow to learn. Through these Scriptural biographies (and others in both Old and New Testaments), we will discover how patient God is in training essentially feeble believers to make them giants of faith.
 This should encourage us that He will do the same today.
Their Faith Was Persistent

First we see that their faith was persistent. Notice that in all three instances, the man in question was at or near the end of his life. Isaac blessed his sons, Jacob blessed his grandsons, and Joseph instructs his brothers in their final days—all done “by faith” according to the author of Hebrews. They had faith that enabled them to finish well.

These men had not always lived faithfully. They trusted God imperfectly, just as we do.
 Genesis records their failures as well as their faith. Isaac adopted some of his father Abraham’s bad habits as well as the good ones. Jacob seemed to live his entire life as a scoundrel. Joseph—in some ways the epitome of faith in the Old Testament—comes across a bit brash and arrogant in his younger years. Yet the faith they learned from their fathers (and mothers) stayed with them throughout their lives.
In our world we celebrate spectacular performances called “faith,” but what God looks for is staying power. Too often Christians go up like a rocket and come down like a rock. But the Bible consistently calls for a faith that lasts, that perseveres to the end. On two separate occasions Matthew records Jesus as saying, “he who stands firm to the end will be saved” (Matthew 10:22; 24:13). Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:8, “He will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” In Revelation 2:26 we read, “To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations,” while in Revelation 14:12 John observes, “This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus.” 

This call to persistent faith is also a hallmark of the book of Hebrews. Earlier in this series we considered Hebrews 3:14, “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.” Then, at the end of the controversial passage in Hebrews 6, we read in verse 11, “We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very end, in order to make your hope sure.” These verses do not suggest that we earn our salvation by persevering, but rather that true saving faith is the kind of faith that holds firm to the end.

Isaac demonstrated faith early in his life, as we saw last week by his willingness to be sacrificed by his father. Now, at the end of his life, he displays that same faith in dealing with his twin boys. (We’ll see the details in a moment.) Jacob seemed to bounce back and forth from his scheming, conniving ways to faith in God, yet at the end of his life we see him adopting a worshipful attitude as he blessed the sons of Joseph.
 As J. Vernon McGee comments, 

You must wait until the end of this man’s life before you can say that he was a man of faith. He is on his deathbed, and this is the first thing in his life you can lift out and say, “By faith Jacob….” Faith was operative in the life of Jacob, but we have to come to the end of his life to see it.

Joseph lived a life of faith from the time of his youth, under the most adverse of circumstances. He was sold by his own brothers as a slave in a foreign land, framed for a crime he did not commit, left to rot in a prison cell, forgotten by one he had helped. Yet he remained faithful. Then he was taken from that cell, promoted to the second highest position in Egypt, and guaranteed a life of power, privilege, and prosperity. Yet he remained faithful. And the latter faithfulness is more noteworthy than the former! As the Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle wrote, “Adversity is sometimes hard upon a man, but for one man who can stand prosperity, there are a hundred that will stand adversity.”
 Joseph was a man whose faith survived both, and in the end, he still trusted God.
Their Faith Was Perceptive

Secondly, their faith was perceptive. Not only were they faithful unto death, but they had a faith that looked beyond death. They were aware of the promises made to Abraham and passed onto them. They were also aware that none of the promises made had come true in their lifetimes…nor would they. But each had a firm conviction that not even death could frustrate God’s purposes. Their faith was such that they were sure God would work his will. So they could speak with confidence of what would happen after they died. Their faith, being stronger than death, in a way overcame death, for their words were fulfilled.

Hebrews 11:20 mentions the faith of Isaac when he blessed his sons, Jacob and Esau. Most of us are probably familiar with the story of these twin boys who were anything but identical. Esau was born first, covered with red hair, while Jacob came out afterward, grasping his brother’s heel. This is how he got his name: In Hebrew, Jacob means “heel-catcher,” or, figuratively, “deceiver.” Esau used it this way when he said in Genesis 27:36, “Isn’t he rightly named Jacob? He has deceived me these two times: He took my birthright, and now he’s taken my blessing!”
That outburst came as a result of two incidents. The first was when Esau sold his birthright to Jacob for a bowl of stew (an action mentioned later in the book of Hebrews) and the second was when Jacob (with the help of his mother Rebekah) impersonated Esau to his blind father Isaac in order to receive the blessing of the firstborn. This may lead us to wonder, “Where is the faith in this?” How could Isaac be credited with faith when he wasn’t even aware of what he was doing? M. R. DeHaan suggests, “The victory of Isaac’s faith was surrendering his will and desire to favor his pet son, Esau, and give to Jacob, who deceived him, the blessing he intended for Esau.”
 According to Genesis 28, Isaac eventually recognized that the blessing belonged to Jacob, and specifically blessed Jacob with full knowledge of what he was doing. In any case, the author is not interested in such details; it is enough that both blessings concerned “their future.” The important thing is Isaac’s faith, seen in the fact that he spoke of blessings that would not be fulfilled until the distant future. Isaac trusted God. Fittingly, the sons are listed in the order in which they received the blessings, not that of their birth.

When Jacob neared the end of his life he, too, blessed his sons. In fact, most of Genesis 49 contains his blessings on all twelve of his sons. But the author of Hebrews does not mention any of that; he recalls an earlier blessing recorded in Genesis 48. Jacob did more than bless Joseph’s two sons: he adopted them as his own sons. (In doing so, he assured Joseph—his favorite son—a double portion of the inheritance, the right of the firstborn.) Joseph placed his older son Manasseh to his father’s right and the younger son Ephraim on the left. But Jacob crossed his arms, placing his right hand (symbolizing the higher blessing) on Ephraim and his left hand on Manasseh. Thus the younger received the higher blessing over the younger—just as Jacob had received. Jacob’s faith parallels Isaac’s in perceiving the hand of God in blessing the younger before the elder.

The faith of Joseph was certainly remarkable, as previously mentioned. After the way his family treated him, one would think he would have abandoned his faith; but instead, it grew stronger. Even the ungodly influence of Egypt did not weaken his trust in God. Joseph did not use his family, his job, or his circumstances as an excuse for unbelief. Joseph knew what he believed—that God would one day deliver his people from Egypt, and Joseph knew where he belonged—in Canaan, not in Egypt; so he made them promise to carry his remains out of Egypt at the Exodus.

Joseph was a futurist.
 With all of the power and prestige of Egypt, Joseph did not settle for his present circumstances. He would not be satisfied until he returned to his homeland, even though he spent the last 93 years away! Maybe he figured that if he could not inherit the land, at least the land could “﻿inherit﻿” him.

In the four centuries that followed, Joseph’s bones would be a recurring witness of God’s pledge to give the sons of Israel the Promised Land. In the absence of prophets for God through many generations, Joseph’s bones seemed to say repeat​edly, “Don’t forget Canaan.” Paradoxically, Joseph who caused the Israelites to leave Canaan for Egypt reversed himself, for by his bones he pointed the way back to Canaan.

Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph all possessed a perceptive faith that witnessed to their following generations of the promise God had made.

Their Faith Was Passed Down

This leads to the final truth: Their faith was passed down from generation to generation. Several years ago, in an advertisement for a local bank, a mother is shown putting her first-grader on the bus and waving good-bye. “Every morning, we send our children one day closer to the fu​ture,” the announcer says. “The best investment in the future is an investment in our children.”
 

Where did these three men get their faith? We saw over the last two weeks how Isaac benefited from growing up in the home of Abraham. Isaac not only heard about faith; he witnessed it lived out on a daily basis. Even though they were far from perfect fathers, Isaac passed the promises and the blessings along to Jacob, and Jacob shared them with his twelve sons.

We might really wonder where Joseph got his faith? Jacob’s family put the “dys” in dysfunctional, yet somehow Joseph—at only 17 years of age—had enough spiritual fortitude to last him a lifetime. He must have been taught the truth of God by his father, and perhaps by his grandfather, Isaac, whose final years meshed with Joseph’s life after Ja​cob’s flight from Laban.
 The promises which God had made to Abraham and to Isaac and to Jacob had been deeply impressed upon the mind of young Joseph, for when he got down into Egypt he never forgot these things.

We have to admire the faith of the patriarchs. They did not have a complete Bible, and yet their faith was strong. They handed God’s promises down from one generation to another. In spite of their failures and testings, these men and women believed God and He bore witness to their faith. How much more faith you and I should have!
 

Psalm 71:17-18 states, 

Since my youth, O God, you have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me, O God, till I declare your power to the next generation, your might to all who are to come. 

One of our greatest obligations as Christians is to raise our children to know the Lord. It’s a wonderful thing for pastors and missionaries, Sunday school teachers and deacons, elders and trustees to be helping others and to be witnessing and working in the church. But if we lose our own children, what have we gained? If we don’t lead our own children to the Lord and challenge them to follow Him, what will happen to God’s Church in the future? The Church is only one generation away from extinction.

We need the witnessing faith of Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. We need a faith that is persistent until the end, perceptive that life is so much more than what we see and hear and experience on this earth, and passed down to the next generation who will be able to teach their children. We’re not all called to be Billy Graham, but we are all called to be witnesses of what God has done for us.

There’s no better place to begin than home.
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