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Introduction 
Last week, Roger spoke quite well on the topic of holiness and what it means for those who 
belong to Jesus.  He stressed the need for us to rely completely on God, the one who is 
constantly working in us to bring about complete holiness.  The way in which God does this work, 
as Roger pointed out, is through the unending indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  Such a 
continual presence is needed simply because complete holiness is not something we can 
achieve in this life.  Complete holiness comes when we stand in the presence of God.  Also, 
holiness is a process; it’s not a one-off moment in reality.  This means, we have to be willing to 
submit to the entire process of becoming holy.     
 
This week, in light of ‘All-Saints celebration’, we are going to look at a passage in the book of 
Hebrews that gives us a beautiful image of being surrounded and encouraged by faithful 
people from long ago.  This might seem to be a radical shift from last week’s sermon; however, 
there is a crucial link between the ideas of holiness and faithfulness, which needs to be kept in 
mind.  Faithfulness is also a process.  One does not become faithful (in the complete sense) 
automatically; it takes time—indeed, a lifetime.  I would also say that there is a really strong 
connection between holiness, faithfulness, and Christian maturity; so, we will need to bear that in 
mind as well.   
 

Summary of Contents 
It might be helpful to consider the book of Hebrew and what it’s doing.  The amazing thing 
about the book is that it is basically one continuous argument.  It is a book written for people 
who are relatively new to faith and who are presently enduring suffering of some kind.  One of 
the interesting things about the book is that it goes back and forth between encouraging the 
believers to remain faithful and warning them of what will happen if they do not remain faithful.  
The reason for doing this is because the people seem to be on the verge of giving up their faith 
in God because of the persecution and suffering they are experiencing.   
 
What the writer of Hebrews tries to do with this back and forth is show the people that, yes, 
suffering and persecution are bad; yes, suffering and persecution can give rise to doubts, 
questions, and even anger towards God.  However, suffering and persecutions are never good 
reasons for giving up on God or to become unfaithful toward God.  In fact, the writer shows the 
people that in such times, faith can become stronger; it becomes deeper; it becomes more 
holy.  To do prove this, the writer has to provide good reasons for them to believe what he is 
saying.  Thankfully, the writer of Hebrews does that very thing: from chapter 1 all the way to 
chapter 11, he makes his case.   
 

Faithful Examples 
If we look back to chapter 11, the writer mentions several key figures in the history of God’s 
people—all of whom illustrate, in various ways, what it means to be faithful.  Before going into 
these examples, however, the writer gives a basic definition of what faith is.  He says, as one 
translation has it, ‘faith is the assurance of things hoped for, and the conviction of things not seen’ 
(NASB).  Another version says, ‘faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do 
not see’ (NIV).  A more literal translation would be, ‘faith is the true essence of our hope; the 
undeniable proof for things we cannot see.’   
 
Faith, therefore, is so much more than ‘I believe in something.’  Faith, for the writer of Hebrews, is 
that which drives our lives forward; it compels us to do what we need to do.   
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Now, what’s great about the list of examples given in chapter 11 is that it contains real people—
meaning: the faithful examples were not superhuman figures who were absolutely immune to 
the evil of the world and lived perfectly for their entire lives.  Instead, the list given contains 
people who lived in the midst of suffering, trying times, and even had difficulty in dealing with it.   
 
There were even times when these people got it wrong.  Again, the examples are real people—
just like us.  Even the first two examples—Abel and Enoch—are portrayed as everyday people; 
although, Enoch did have the really cool experience of being translated right into the presence 
of God without ever dying.  We don’t have time to look at every one of the examples in the list, 
so we’ll just consider a few.   
 

Noah 
The first big example is Noah.  The writer of Hebrews says that it was by faith that Noah did the 
absolutely insane thing of constructing a massive boat simply because God told him to do so.  
God told him to do this because he said he was going to send an incredibly massive rainstorm—
one that would wipe out anything and everything not on the boat.   
 
What’s interesting about this is that nothing is ever said about when the rain was going to come; 
all it says is that God simply told Noah it was going to happen—end of discussion.  Noah 
proceeded to invest an enormous amount of time (about 100 years) and energy into building 
this boat, which revealed his confidence in who God is and what God promised to do—even 
though he really did not have anything tangible to support that confidence.   
 

Abraham 
The next big example of faithfulness is Abraham, which has three parts; but we’re only going to 
look at two of them.  First, the writer of Hebrews uses the calling of Abraham.  Before the divine 
call, Abraham was living in the heart of a highly influential and prosperous nation, surrounded by 
everything a person could want.   
 
However, this comfortable existence was radically disrupted when God came to Abraham and 
said, ‘I want you to leave this place and go somewhere else—a land that I will show you later.’  
This departure, for Abraham, carried with it the cost of leaving his native land, leaving his family 
(with the exception of his wild and crazy nephew), and walking right into the unknown.  
However, Abraham took God at his word and did it. 
 
Skipping the second part and moving into the third, the writer of Hebrews uses the story of Isaac 
being nearly sacrificed.  The deal here is that God had promised Abraham that he would have 
children—in spite of his really old age.  Abraham waited many years before this promise was 
fulfilled; and now that he finally had a son, God tells him to take him to a distant mountain and 
offer him as a sacrifice.   
 
For any rational person, this would make absolutely zero sense.  In fact, most people would say, 
‘You know what, God: it’s been great, we’ve had a wonderful time, had some great laughs, 
learned a lot; but I think it’s time we did our own thing.’  However, amazingly, Abraham’s faith in 
God took over and he set out to do exactly what God told him to do.  It’s almost as though 
Abraham had some idea of a bigger picture, which may have influenced his faith.  But we’re 
getting ahead of ourselves.   
 

Moses 
After Abraham, we have the example of Moses.  Like Abraham’s early life, Moses was raised in 
one of the richest and most powerful nations at the time—Egypt.  Not only was he brought up in 
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such an environment, he was raised in the house of the most powerful figure in the land and was 
offered the best that life could offer.  However, Moses gave all of this up so that he could be 
with his true people—the Hebrews.   
 
This decision is described as an act of faith, and it was a decision made in full view of the 
consequences.  Moses gave up on all that he could possibly have and see before him; the writer 
says he gave it up so that he could possess what he could not see.  The net result of this 
surrender was that Moses had to flee for his life, leave the land of Egypt and seek out an 
existence in the desert—a far cry from the palaces of Egypt. 
 
Later, Moses was told by God to go back into Egypt, rescue God’s people, and lead them into a 
land that God was going to show them.  After a bit of complaining, Moses’ faith takes charge 
and he does exactly that.  Along the way, he and the people of God are met by an enormous 
body of water, which is blocking their path.  Behind them is a group of Egyptians who are not 
chasing them down to invite them back for tea.  Again, the writer of Hebrews says that Moses’ 
faith in God led him to do the impossible and that this faith was reward in an incredible way: the 
water was parted, and the people of God walked safely to the other side.  The Egyptians army 
didn’t turn out so well.   
 

Rahab 
Then there is the rather shocking example of Rahab.  I’m sure that at the simple mention of her 
name, people hearing or reading the book of Hebrews would put up a hand and say, ‘Um, 
excuse me: I thought we were talking about “faithful” people—you know: the good, moral, and 
wholesome type of people.  You’re right out of your tree if you think Rahab belongs in this list.’   
 
Without getting ahead of ourselves again, I think including Rahab is intentional: faithfulness is 
often found in the most unexpected places; but we’ll come back to that.  Rahab was 
considered faithful because she realized the awesome power of the Hebrew God and she did 
her absolute best in protecting the Hebrew spies from being captured.  Also, Rahab’s faith is 
illustrated in her desire to distance herself from those who were about to be destroyed in Jericho; 
and that this desire was based on nothing else but confidence in the God of the Hebrews.   
 

The Others 
The writer then flies right through other examples of faithful people—he simply mentions their 
names: Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah (another unlikely candidate), and David—all of whom 
defeated massive armies against all odds, thus showing their incredible faith.  Their faith is 
illustrated in the fact that they confronted the opposition with nothing more than the promise 
that God would see them through it.   
 
Then the writer mentions Samuel and some of the great prophets—all of whom did the 
unthinkable task of exposing the sinfulness and corruption of Israel and demanded that they 
return to the holy ways of God.   
 

Wait a Minute? 
A moment ago, we suggested that these examples of faithfulness were real people and not 
some group of superhuman figures in history.  Everything that we’ve seen so far would suggest 
that they were extraordinarily unique when compared with the rest of us.  We might look at 
these people and say, ‘I could never do that,’ or ‘My faith is not that big,’ or even, ‘There is no 
way they are “normal” people.’  Well, let’s bring in some normalcy.   
 
Noah had a drinking problem—one that manifested itself after he emerged from the ark.  
Abraham had an issue with lying, which he did in order to safe his own neck.  Moses was a bit of 
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a paradox: on one hand, he had some serious anger issues, which led him to killing a man and 
then trying to cover it up; while on the other hand, he had some serious self-confidence issues, 
which he tried to use to his favour when he was told to go back into Egypt.  Rahab was the town 
prostitute, so little more needs to be said about that.  Gideon was a runt and easily intimidated.  
Barak wouldn’t do anything unless someone did it with him.  Samson was enticed by a beautiful 
woman.  Jephthah executed his own daughter.  David was an adulterer; and he even had the 
woman’s husband killed. 
 
Okay, fine; but what about Abel (from earlier), Samuel, and the great prophets?  They seemed 
to have an easy life.  Well, first of all, Abel was murdered by his own brother.  With regard to 
Samuel and the other prophets, the writer gives us a fairly sobering description for what their life 
was like: 
 

These were tortured . . .; others experienced mockings and scourgings and even chains and 
imprisonment.  They were stoned, they were sawn in half, they were tried in courts, they were 
executed, they lived in poverty, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated, having to wander in 
deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground (Hebrews 11.35-38) 

 
Every single person on the list in Hebrews 11 is a real person who encountered real-life situations 
and were often treated with great hostility.  However, the writer of Hebrews sees every single one 
of them as an example of faithfulness because of how they dealt with such situations.  When 
they were called by God to do whatever it was that he asked them to do, they responded in 
faith and did it—despite the apparent insanity surrounding the request.  Sure, some of them 
complained a bit or tried to get out it, but the fact remains that they ultimately did what they 
were asked to do and they did it because they trusted in what God promised to do.  More 
importantly, they did it no matter the cost. 
 

Cloud of Witnesses 
Now we come to one of the more beautiful passages in the whole of the NT: 
 

Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside 
every burden as well as the sin that so easily entices us, and let us run with endurance the 
race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus—the author and perfector of our faith, who 
for the joy set before him endured the cross, despising its shame, and who now sits at the 
right hand of the throne of God.  For consider him who endured such hostility by sinners 
against himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart (Hebrews 12.1-3) 

 
The ‘great cloud of witnesses’ refers to the examples given in chapter 11.  Most people take this 
reference, especially with the idea of running a race, as meaning followers of Christ are in a 
stadium packed-full with the faithful people of the past—all of whom are cheering for the 
believers and encouraging them to be faithful.  This is certainly possible and it would definitely 
make good sense.  However, there might be another meaning. 
 
The writer of Hebrews is trying to encourage his people to remain faithful in the face of suffering 
and persecution.  Many of these people are on the verge of giving up either because of the 
suffering or because they are not confident in their faith.  (Sometimes, a lack of confident faith 
causes people to give up when hard times come; but that’s getting ahead of ourselves).   
 
With the list given in chapter 11, the writer of Hebrews basically says: you have plenty of 
examples of people who are faithful and can testify (or, give witness) to what it means to be 
faithful in difficult times.  All of them struggled, and all of them were probably tempted to give 
up; but they didn’t—they remained faithful.  In other words, the writer of Hebrews might be 
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saying: if they can do it, you can do it.  Besides, the faithful in the list suffered greater, which 
seems to be the point of Hebrews 12.4 
 
But there seems to be something more profound in mind for the writer of Hebrews.  The list of 
faithful witnesses is a list of imperfect people.  They were imperfect in their faithfulness because 
they did not have a true model for what faithfulness really looked like.  In other words: the 
people of old didn’t have Jesus who is the author and true example of faithfulness.  For the 
believers to whom the author of Hebrews is writing, they do have Jesus as a model of 
faithfulness.  So, in a sense, the writer of Hebrews is saying:  
 

Consider all of these faithful people: they endured hard-times and faced uncertainty in life 
and did so without an example for how to do so or even why.  Also, while these people were 
certainly faithful at key moments, they were not perfect all the time because they did not 
have a standard of perfection.  But you; you have Jesus who is the perfect example of 
faithfulness in the face of difficulty, suffering, and persecution; and his faithfulness was 
perfect all of the time.  He is your model, he is your standard; fix your eyes on him alone and 
live in a way that the faithful of old could only imagine.   

 
Yes, we are surrounded by this cloud of witness; yes, they are cheering us on; yes, they are 
asking us (or encouraging us) to be faithful; and they are doing this because they realise what 
we have before us, which they did not: we have Jesus as our model of faith. 
 

Application 
So, how is Jesus our model of faithfulness?  What can we learn about faithfulness by using him as 
our perfect standard?   
 
Well, first of all: faith is more than simple belief that something is true.  Faith is believing something 
to be true that it compels us to act.  This is why James says, ‘faith without action is dead’ (James 
2.26)—it’s meaningless.  In fact, James goes on to say that if a person comes to and asks for you, 
and you simply wish them good luck in finding food and warmth; that’s not living a life of faith—
that’s not living a life according to Jesus. 
 
Second, faith is that which remains when everything else falls to pieces.  True faith does not 
waver when things go wrong; true faith provides assurance and stability when it seems 
impossible to have either.   
 
Third, faith looks beyond the temporary and sees the eternal perspective.  Mother Theresa once 
said, ‘From the perspective of heaven: when all the pains of this life are gathered together, they 
would amount to nothing more than a single night in an inconvenient hotel.’  That’s a heavenly 
perspective.  When our present struggles are seen from God’s perspective, we really see just 
how small they really are, and we can deal with them and live accordingly. 
 
Fourth, faith is able to see the faithfulness of God.  Having faith in someone means there is 
something about that person that is trustworthy and worthy of faith.  In this case: God has never 
broken a promise; God has always loved; God has made the ultimate sacrifice; God has done 
and is still doing far more than we could imagine.  We have no reason not to have faith in God.  
He is worthy of our faith and faithful allegiance. 
 
Finally, all of these things (and many others) show that faith is way of living and not simply a state 
of mind.  Also, faith is not a one-off decision.  Faith is the continual resolution to hope in the 
promises of God.  Faith is the continual resolution to know the unending presence of God in our 
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lives.  And faith is the continual resolution to trust that if we go into the unknown, God has not 
only already been there but is also with us always. 
 
We need to fix our eyes on Jesus, who is the model and who is the essence of faithfulness.  And 
by doing that, we are able to live the life that God has called us to live.  It may look insane and it 
may look impossible, but thankfully we have God’s Spirit constantly working in our lives—without 
fail—to show how to live accordingly.   
 
So what is faithfulness?  Jesus; and it really is that simple.   


