Nothing But The Best #42

“Faith Winning”

Hebrews 11:32-40

Winning.

There’s something American. We like winning. We like winners. We don’t care who comes in second or third place. In the immortal words of Vince Lombardi, coach of the first two Super Bowl winners, “Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.”

As we come to the conclusion of Hebrews 11, the author winds down his listing of examples of faith from bygone days. We read in verses 32-35,

And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. Women received back their dead, raised to life again… 

Sounds like winners, doesn’t it? In our continuing study of Hebrews 11, I planned on preaching these verses under the title, “Faith Winning.” Then I would preach another sermon on the last half of verse 35 through 38 under a different heading:

Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.

That requires a whole different category, doesn’t it? I mean, these poor souls can’t be considered winners, can they? I thought that…until I read verses 39-40, referring to all of the above:

These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 

At first glance, they all seem like winners, since they “were all commended for their faith.” But the second phrase seems to reverse this thought: “none of them received what had been promised.” Does that make them all losers?

Only with verse 40 does it all come together. All of these examples from the past will “be made perfect.” Not just the ones who seemed like “winners,” but those who appear to be “losers” as well. And they are joined by a third group…us! 

The Triumphs of Faith 

The first group highlights what I am calling the triumphs of faith. After going into some detail with the above heroes of Israelite history, the author realizes that further biographical sketches are not needed to make his point. But he can’t in good conscience leave out a few more names: Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, and Samuel. These represent the judges, the kings, and the prophets (Samuel being considered the last of the judges and the first of the prophets).

The writer does not go into detail about what these men did. But we read in the Old Testament that each man battled against overwhelming odds so that, humanly speaking, there was little chance of coming out on top. In such situations, faith in God was not a formality. It meant real trust when the odds seemed stacked against them. They set worthy examples for the original readers in their difficult circumstances.

Now, these men were not perfect by any stretch of the imagination. There were defects in the faith of four of them. Gideon was slow to take up arms; Barak hesitated and went forward only when Deborah encouraged him; Samson was enticed by Delilah; and Jephthah made a foolish vow and stubbornly kept it.
 David—perhaps the greatest hero of the Old Testament—sank to the depths of adultery and murder. Samuel was a man of honor and integrity, but his sons were not worthy of following their father’s footsteps. They were all men with the same faults and weaknesses common to us. They stumbled and fell, but did not remain down. They repented and began again until finally they conquered.
 As my friend Orie says, “Every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.” Faith can operate in the life of any person who will dare to listen to God’s Word and surrender to God’s will.

Despite their shortcomings, these are the kind of men we usually hail as heroes of the faith. Why? Because we like winners! We like stories with happy endings! 

The Tragedies of Faith 

But what about those stories that don’t turn out so well? What about those who had faith but was not spared suffering, sorrow, and even death? As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “Bad things happen to forgiven people. You are not immune to tragedy.”
 And so, for the sake of honesty and reality, the author also mentions what I am calling the tragedies of faith in verses 35-38. We may not be as familiar with these stories, as some do not appear elsewhere in Scripture.

“Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection.” This likely refers to an aged scribe named Eleazar from the Maccabean period between the testaments. The evil Syrian leader Antiochus Ephiphanes attempted to stamp out Judaism. Jewish rabbis and scribes were challenged to eat pork (thus breaking the kosher food laws) or die. Eleazar “welcomed death with renown rather than life with pollution” and “of his own accord advanced to the instrument of torture,” according to 2 Maccabees 6:18. The account of Eleazar’s death is followed by that of the martyrdom of seven brothers and their mother. The brutal tortures they chose to endure rather than renounce the truth and defile themselves by eating undlean food in order to gain their release included tearing out the tongue, scalping, mutilation, and frying over the flames, and the instruments used by their interrogators in the attempt to break the spirit of these and other indomitable martyrs were, the chronicler tells us, included joint-dislocators, racks, bone-crushers, thumbscrews, iron claws, wedges, and branding irons (4 Macc. 7:12). Their expectation of a better resurrection was expressed in the words uttered by one of the brothers: “The King of the universe will raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws,” and in the manner in which the mother exhorted her sons to suffer and die without flinching: “The Creator of the world, who shaped the beginning of man and devised the origin of all things, will in his mercy give life and breath back to you again” (2 Macc. 7:9, 23). So also the youngest brother, when his turn came to suffer and die, confidently testified to Antiochus the king that his brothers, now dead, “after enduring their brief pain, now drink of ever-flowing life, by virtue of God’s covenant” (2 Macc. 7:36 JB).

A particularly graphic phrase is “they were sawed in two.” Jewish tradition taught that evil King Manasseh subjected the prophet Isaiah to this fate, putting him in the hollow trunk of a tree and then commanding that the tree be sawn in half.

The next phrase affirms, “they were put to death by the sword.” Many biblical characters met this particular fate, but this statement is important here because verse 34 speaks of those who “escaped the edge of the sword.” We cannot claim that faith will exempt a person from physical suffering or death. In Acts 12:2, Herod Agrippa I “killed James the brother of John with the sword”; but when he tried to do the same to Peter, the Lord delievered Peter from his hands. By faith one lived, and by faith the other died.
 This does not mean that one’s faith was stronger than the other. While God could have delivered James as well as Peter, His purpose was different for one man than for another. It is not for men of faith to dictate. They trust God and know that, whether in life or death, all will ultimately be well.

This sections ends with these words: “They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.” This was true of people in both Old and New Testaments—Elijah and John the Baptist immediately come to mind—and also of the early Christians in the days of Roman persecution.

Back in the 1500s, John Foxe wrote a book detailing the suffering and death of Christians down through the ages. His book appears today as Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, telling the stories of Christian heroes of faith from beyond the New Testament record. These stories, while sometimes graphic in nature, echo the sentiments of Hebrews 11.

Allow me to share an extended portion of this book regarding the Christians of the Roman persecution:

It has been said that the lives of the early Christians consisted of “persecution above ground and prayer below ground.” Their lives are expressed by the Coliseum and the catacombs. Beneath Rome are the excavations which we call the catacombs, which were at once temples and tombs. The early Church of Rome might well be called the Church of the Catacombs. There are some sixty catacombs near Rome, in which some six hundred miles of galleries have been traced, and these are not all. These galleries are about eight feet high and from three to five feet wide, containing on either side several rows of long, low, horizontal recesses, one above another like berths in a ship. In these the dead bodies were placed and the front closed, either by a single marble slab or several great tiles laid in mortar. On these slabs or tiles, epitaphs or symbols are graved or painted. Both pagans and Christians buried their dead in these catacombs. When the Christian graves have been opened the skeletons tell their own terrible tale. Heads are found severed from the body, ribs and shoulder blades are broken, bones are often calcined from fire. But despite the awful story of persecution that we may read here, the inscriptions breathe forth peace and joy and triumph. Here are a few: 

“Here lies Marcia, put to rest in a dream of peace.” 

“Lawrence to his sweetest son, borne away of angels.” 

“Victorious in peace and in Christ.” 

“Being called away, he went in peace.” 

Remember when reading these inscriptions the story the skeletons tell of persecution, of torture, and of fire. 

The most frequent Christian symbols on the walls of the catacombs, are, the good shepherd with the lamb on his shoulder, a ship under full sail, harps, anchors, crowns, vines, and above all the fish.


Such faith is hailed in the hymn, “Faith of Our Fathers,” traditionally sung on Father’s Day at this church (and many others). The first verse reads,

Faith of our fathers, living still,
In spite of dungeon, fire, and sword;
Oh, how our hearts beat high with joy
Whene’er we hear that glorious Word!
Faith of our fathers, holy faith!
We will be true to thee till death.

You see, faith in God carries with it no guarantee of comfort in this world: this was no doubt one of the lessons which our author wished his readers to learn. But it does carry with it great reward in the only world that ultimately matters.

We tend to think of faith winning only when the believer is spared suffering or death. The truth is that faith is no less triumphant in the willing endurance of hideous tortures and cruel deaths.
 In fact, it takes more faith to endure than it does to escape. Like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in Daniel 3, we should trust God and obey Him even if He does not deliver us.
 

Jim Eliot, known for the famous quote, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose,” was a man of tremendous faith. Yet he and five other missionaries were not spared when the Auca Indians attacked and killed them in Ecuador. To the world this was a tragedy of fools; in God’s eyes it was a triumph of faith.
The Tenacity of Faith

This leads us to the final two verses of the chapter, where we see the tenacity of faith.
These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 

Triumphs or tragedies, winners or losers, all of these men and women had one thing in common: None of them received the promise during their days on earth. From Abel to Noah to Abraham to Moses to David and all the way through the Old Testament, all of God’s people of faith had nothing on earth to show for their trust in God. 

Yet all of them were commended for their faith. This is the bottom line: The author of Hebrews is applauding faith, not either triumph or tragedy—he is applauding endurance.
 And he is not merely highlighting faith as a relic of a past generation; he is calling his readers—including us—to exercise the same kind of tenacious trust in God.

It is not that God had one plan for them and another for us, for in anticipation and faith they looked forward to the fulfillment of the promise: a superior Savior offering a superior sacrifice bringing a superior salvation.
 God’s purpose involves Old Testament saints as well as New Testament saints! One day all of us shall share that heavenly city that true saints look for by faith.

I’d like to close this message with an unusual challenge by Dr. Archibald Hart in the concluding pages of his book, Adrenaline and Stress. He writes, 

This spiritual antidote for stress, I want to emphasize, is mainly for the benefit of those who are driven to accom​plish some great task in their life. They are so compelled by a need to complete their goals that they are often cut short by stress disease. My message to them is simple: God is in the “unfinished business.”
I once taught a stress management seminar to a group of ministers. They were in retreat high in-the mountains, where God’s creative beauty in nature was all around. I was there to show these ministers how to be better manag​ers of their bodies and how to avoid distress in their very demanding callings.
Conducting the worship part of the retreat was a retired clergyman. He had seen many years of service as a minister and denominational leader, and though I had never met him, I could tell he was held in high regard.

We came to the last service of the retreat. To my surprise, this man announced that his closing message was to be a prayer. He then went oh to say: “My prayer for you all is that you will all die before you have finished your task.”
At first, I was taken aback. “Die before you are finished?” What a horrible idea! What a defeatist attitude! I had been teaching these ministers how to avoid dying prematurely, and here was this retired minister telling them to die before they’re finished!
But as that wise man began to unfold his understanding of God’s plan, his point became perfectly clear. He was not praying for their early demise, but for a very long and fruitful life. His main point was that God’s plan is never finished, His work is never done. He reminded us that in the great roll call of heroes of the faith given to us in Hebrews 11:13, “all died in faith, not having received the promises.” Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab—all lived “by faith,” received wonderful promises of fulfillment, but “died in faith” before they had seen their prom​ises completely fulfilled. They had to take God’s promises by faith. “And these men of faith, though they trusted God and won his approval, none of them received all that God had promised them” (v. 13, tlb).
Of course, there was a reason why these people died before they were finished. God is not a killjoy or a sadist who would rob us of final victory just for the fun of it! What was the reason then? Verse 40 makes it clear: “For God wanted them to wait and share the even better re​wards that were prepared for us.”

So what makes you think that you must achieve your goal and that you must finish all you want to do before you die? Do you have a neurotic need to prove something to yourself? Do you have some memory of rejection by a parent who said, “You’ll never amount to anything?” Do you have some uncomfortable inner drive to prove you’re perfect? Do you have a hope that people will respect you more if you are successful and powerful?
I suspect that the more we want to “finish before we die,” the more likely we’ll die before we’re finished! Life is, unfor​tunately, composed of a chain of incompletes. We never quite finish the business of adjusting to one stage of it when we are pushed on to the next.
At first, this realization of the fragmentary nature of life can be very discomforting. No one really enjoys having his or her life chopped into a series of incomplete stages. Most of us dream of a time when all our pursuits will be crowned with closure, if not success. We hope for the time when the mort​gage will be paid, our education will be completed, the redecorating will be finished, or the book written. If you are a Type-A person like myself, you are probably cursed with more than just a desire to see things finished; you are most likely driven by a frenzied need to see them finished.
Intolerance for delays and an obsession for closure will, unfortunately, make unfinished business hard to handle. But you, too, will die before you’re finished! You’re not likely to receive all that God has promised you in this life, either; otherwise, why else would you need faith?
Is it realistic to think that we can learn to accept incomplete​ness and still be content? I think so. A successful life will always be unfinished, and the more successful it is, the more will be left undone. This is how life works. It may seem unfair, but the posi​tive side to all of this is that God is with us in our incompleteness and gives us permission to stop trying to accomplish everything in one brief period of existence. It is liberating to realize that we don’t have to finish, all we have to be is faithful.


This is the key. We are not called to be successful; we are called to be faithful. That is what “faith winning” is all about. In the words of the old Keith Green song, “You just keep doing your best, and pray that it’s blessed, and He’ll take care of the rest.” Trust in God and leave the results in His hands. You’ll find, as Dr. Hart did, a lot less stress on the road to the heavenly city.
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