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Text 
And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, 

Samuel and the prophets, 33 who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what 

was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, 34 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. 35 Women received back their dead, raised to life again. Others were tortured and refused to be 

released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others 

were chained and put in prison. 37 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-- 38 the 

world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the 

ground. 39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. 

40 God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 

 

Introduction 
 Today we finish our four-part series on faith and Hebrews 11. 

First we looked at primeval faith in vv. 1-7 and saw there that faith (biblical faith, 

Christian faith) is not fuzzy and we saw six positive characteristics of faith. 

Then in vv. 8-22 we looked at patriarchal faith (patriarchal not in the negative 

sense that the word is often used today, but in that it deals primarily with the patriarchs of 

the faith – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob).  And there we saw that faith stretches us beyond 

our own earthly lives – both backwards (we’re part of a long line of faith) and forwards 

(it will go on after we die). 

Last week in vv. 23-31 we looked at Mosaic faith and saw that faith identifies a 

person with a peculiar people.  To have faith is to be part of the people of faith.  And the 

people of faith put their faith in God, not in power, pleasure, or treasure. 

I’m calling today’s section others’ faith.  It covers the rest of the history of the 

people of God from Moses and Joshua and Rahab right up to the New Testament.  This is 

about others who also had faith – some with great success, some with great suffering.  In 

fact, most men and women of faith have lived lives of obscurity and disappointment, 

often filled with great tragedy.  That may be you.  Is that okay?  Does that jive with your 

understanding of having faith? 

In short, what we’re going to see today from vv. 32-40 is just this: faith is not 

dependent on present circumstances. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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Successful Faith 

 This section falls into two halves.  The first half (vv. 32-35a) deal with what 

might be called ‘successful faith’.  The second half (vv. 35b-38) deals with ‘suffering 

faith’.  The whole section is describing men and women “who through faith…” lived 

their lives, but had two different stories.  Let’s look first at the success stories. 

 In v. 32 we’re given a list of six names and then the catch-all category of the 

prophets.  The author of Hebrews speeds up here and covers a lot of time.  The list he 

gives is just a sampling of those who come next after those who settled the Promised 

Land.  “What more shall I say?  I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, 

Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets.  The six names are given in three pairs.  The 

pairs follow the chronological order of the Bible, but within each pair the order is 

switched so that the person listed first actually came after the person listed second.  I’m 

not sure why, but I thought I’d just mention that. 

 Gideon was one of the judges who led Israel in battle.  At first he marshalled 

32,000 men to go and fight.  Then God had him pare it down to just 300 and with only 

300 men he delivered Israel from the hands of the Midianites.  Pretty amazing story of 

faith! 

 Barak was another judge who led Israel in victory over their oppressors, even 

though the Canaanites had 900 iron chariots.  It was an amazing feat against all odds.  

Look what faith can do! 

 Samson was a man who had supernatural strength and single-handedly defeated 

1,000 Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey.  The stuff of little boy’s dreams. 

 Jephthah was a mighty warrior who led Israel valiantly against the Ammonites.  

The Lord gave him great victory. 

 David when just a boy believed God and slayed the giant Goliath.  As a man he 

became a great king who expanded the borders of Israel to cover the whole region. 

 Samuel was a prophet and the last of the judges who anointed David king.  He 

enjoyed a long and accomplished career. 

 ‘The prophets’ is meant to make us think of Samuel, Elijah, Elisha, Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and the twelve minor prophets. 

 Verse 33 begins to summarize all the great exploits and achievements from these 

latter OT figures of faith.  And it’s impressive – “…who through faith conquered 

kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised.”  They were successful, 

they were capable, they saw fulfillment of certain promises in their lifetime, like the land 

promise.  They saw God act in big ways. 

It goes on – “…who shut the mouths of lions.”  This probably most immediately 

makes us think of the story of Daniel in the lions’ den.  What a great story of God’s 

miraculous power at work for his people who have faith!  It could also refer to Samson 

and David’s strength to kill lions with their bare hands (cf. Judges 14:5-6; 1Sam. 17:34-

37).  Either way, these are the stories we like to hear and tell. 

 Verse 34 goes on – “[who through faith] …quenched the fury of the flames.”  We 

can’t help of think here of Daniel’s friends – Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego – who 

were called to bow down to an image but refused saying, “If we are thrown into the 

blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from 

your hand, O king.  But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will 
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not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up” (Dn. 3:17-18).  What 

faith!  “God can spare us in the hottest of furnaces, but he may not and that’s okay…”  

And he did!  They were thrown into the fire and the fury of the flames was quenched.  

Miraculously not a hair of their heads was singed!  We love these stories, don’t we?  

Successful faith. 

 “[Who through faith] …escaped the edge of the sword [numerous stories could be 

cited here]; whose weakness was turned to strength [Gideon started off an insecure wimp 

and then became a mighty man; Samson became weak, but then went out with a feat of 

strength in answer to prayer; weakness turned to strength]; and who became powerful in 

battle [again this could be describing many different stories].”  These are all success 

stories, aren’t they?  My faith strengthened me and God blessed me and worked a great 

deliverance; cool stuff happened; powerful stuff; miracles.  “Women received back their 

dead, raised to life again” (v. 35a).  We have two stories of such a thing in the OT – 

Elijah and the widow of Zarephath (1Kngs 17:17-24) and Elisha and the Shunammite 

woman (2Kngs. 4:18-37).  Miracles!  By faith. 

 We love these stories.  We need these stories.  Martin Luther preached 

justification by faith alone and then drank beer with his friends and the face of Europe 

changed dramatically.  By faith Whitefield and Wesley saw great revivals take place – 

massive people turning to the Lord, churches planted.  Faith in God powered William 

Wilberforce to see the end of the slave trade in Great Britain.  The front cover of Jackie 

Pullinger’s book Chasing the Dragon reads: 

 

The true story of how one woman’s faith resulted in the conversion of 

hundreds of drug addicts, prostitutes and hardened criminals in Hong 

Kong’s infamous Walled City. 

 

The back cover goes on: 

 

Inside… Hong Kong lies the infamous Walled City.  Strangers are not 

welcome there.  Police hesitate to enter.  It is a haven of filth, crime, and 

sin.  Prostitution, pornography, and drug addiction flourish.  Thirty 

thousand people – maybe twice that – live in a few cramped, dismal acres. 

 

Jackie Pullinger had grown up believing that if she put her trust in God, he 

would lead her.  When she was 20 years old God called her to the Walled 

City.  She obeyed.  And as she spoke of Jesus Christ, brutal hoods were 

converted, prostitutes retired from their trade, and heroin junkies found a 

new power that freed them from the bondage of drug addiction.  Hundreds 

discovered new life in Christ.
1
 

 

People of faith don’t hear these reports with skepticism.  We know our God is mighty to 

save.  We rejoice and pray, “Please God, do that here!  We want to see many in the UIC 

Area converted.  For your glory!”  We pray for marriages to be restored and celebrate 

testimonies of addictions overcome.  Faith believes God can do big things.  Faith is not 

cynical or fatalistic.  God can work in mighty ways for Name’s sake.  And he often does. 
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Suffering Faith 

 But our faith doesn’t demand success.  Faith is not dependent on present 

circumstances.  Look at v. 35 again.  Right in the middle the mood changes.  There is no 

break.  This is still recording the lives of people who lived by faith.  It’s not as if the 

people mentioned in the first half had faith and the people in the second half didn’t, or 

their faith was deficient or weak.  No.  It’s the same faith.  But the mood changes.  No 

longer is it telling of wild success, but rather awful suffering. 

 “Others were tortured…”  Great exploits, success, miracles… “Women received 

back their dead, raised to life again.  Others were tortured and refused to be released…”  

We know that many Christians in early church history were fed to the lions in the arena 

and God did not shut the lions’ mouths.  Many Christians have been burned at the stake 

and God did not quench the fury of the flames.  Many Christians have not escaped the 

edge of the sword.  A few months ago 80 people were publicly execute in North Korea, 

some for possessing a Bible.
2
  With the same faith, these others did not receive the 

deliverance or the miracle.  They died in weakness. 

 “Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better 

resurrection.”  Not just a resuscitation to this life to get a few more years, but a real 

resurrection – immortal, eternal life.  That’s what’s most important.  So they refused to 

deny Christ, even though it could mean death, even a gruesome death, because they knew 

that he was worth it.  As one person has put it, they believed “that God himself is better 

than what life can give to you now, and better than what death can take from you later.”
3
  

So sometimes faith looks like victories and success; sometimes it looks like defeat and 

suffering. 

 St. Ambrose, a pastor from the 4
th

 century in Milan, wrote about these people of 

faith: 

 

They did not shrink from the mockings of men because they looked for 

heavenly rewards; they, on whom the beauty of eternal light was shining, 

did not dread the darkness of the dungeon….  Fed to the full by fasting, 

they did not seek to be diverted by pleasure; refreshed by the hope of 

eternal grace, the burning heat of summer did not parch them, nor did the 

cold of icy regions break their spirit; for the warm breath of devotion 

invigorated them; they did not fear the bonds of men, for Jesus had set 

them free; they did not desire to be rescued from death, for they looked 

forward to being raised to life by Christ.
4
 

 

That’s faith! 

Verse 36 continues – “Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were 

chained and put in prison.  They were stoned; they were sawed in two [tradition has it 

that the prophet Isaiah died this way]; they were put to death by the sword” (vv. 36-37a).  

So some escaped the edge of the sword; some were put to death by the sword.  These are 

awful, horrendous ways to die.  And having faith did not exempt them from such 

suffering.  People of faith get sawed in two. 

 Others maybe weren’t brutally killed, but their lives were devoid of comfort and 

ease.  Starting in the latter part of v. 37 – “They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, 

destitute, persecuted and mistreated…  They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in 
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caves and holes in the ground” (vv. 37b-38).  This is what faith got them; not gold chains 

and fancy suits, nice cars and big houses.  This section of Hebrews makes it abundantly 

clear that what’s called the health and wealth gospel, or prosperity preachers, or word of 

faith theology, name it and claim it, if you have enough faith you will get blessings, the 

King’s children don’t dress in rags… is completely and totally wrong! 

“They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and 

mistreated – the world was not worthy of them” (vv. 37b-38a).  They’re not to be pitied 

or looked down upon.  They are the real heroes.  They have faith just as much as the great 

success stories, maybe more.  Look at v. 39 – “These were all commended for their 

faith…”  All.  Everyone above, including the losers, the poor, the unsuccessful, the 

suffering.  God commended them, God was pleased with them.  Listen: if you’re 

suffering, if life’s not going well for you and you’re not getting your break, it’s not 

necessarily because you lack faith or that God is not pleased with you.  That is a 

devastating, disastrous lie.  It’s not true.  You may not see great things happen in and 

through you.   You may never get total victory over a sin you’re fighting.  You may never 

see the realization of your dreams, even your sanctified dreams.  You may have horrible 

things happen to you. 

Do you believe that if you have your faith in Christ, you have the riches of 

heaven, infinite righteousness in your account, every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

realms?  The world is not worthy of you, even if it treats you like scum. 

I remember vividly when I was in college going to church and hearing a sermon 

on this passage.  I was suffering from Crohn’s Disease.  I was supposed to be in the prime 

of my life, but I had lost 50 pounds.  I was in constant pain.  Weak.  Wondering why the 

medicine wasn’t working, what my life would be like, if I would ever be healed.  And 

this passage showed me that I may never be healed, and that would be okay.  It didn’t 

mean God was displeased with me.  It didn’t mean that my faith was weak.  God was 

enough.  I would be healed in the resurrection.  God loved me.  And I could make much 

of God in this suffering.  “The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be 

the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21; ESV). 

Well, guess what?  I was healed.  Praise God!  But I have friends with Crohn’s 

who still live with it daily, who regularly go to the hospital, who have had sections of 

their intestines removed.  Why?  Why doesn’t God heal them?  My mom and her best 

friend in the world were pregnant at the same time.  My mom got toxemia and her baby 

was delivered early and died and her friend had a healthy baby.  Both of them are 

Christians.  Andrea and I had friends (not extremely close friends, but friends, strong 

Christians) who got engaged the same day we did and had their wedding date set for the 

same day as ours.  He got in a skiing accident and became a vegetable and they never got 

married.  I know some fine Christian parents whose children turned out to be 

nonbelievers who’ve brought heartache upon heartache, while others have kids that grow 

up to bring much joy.  There’s no guarantee.  Two years ago around the same time we 

helped plant two different churches.  One – Church of the Beloved – is seeing tons of 

conversion and has about 400 people coming right now.  The other – Pilsen Community 

Church – is really small and struggling.  What is that?  Is it that Pastor Dave has more 

faith than Pastor Q or that he’s closer to God.  No.  It’s just the way it is. 

We see this clearly illustrated in the Bible in Acts 12.  That chapter begins with 

these words – “It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the 
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church, intending to persecute them.  He had James, the brother of John, put to death with 

the sword” (Acts 12:1-2).  James, one of the apostles, didn’t escape the edge of the 

sword.  But the rest of the chapter goes on to narrate how Peter was imprisoned and “the 

church was earnestly praying to God for him” (Acts 12:5) and God worked a miracle 

(literally, an angel came and the chains fell off his wrists) and Peter walked out of the jail 

and was restored to the church.  Now did they not pray for James too?  Did James not 

have faith and Peter did?  No, they both had faith.  They were both prayed for.  God 

dramatically rescued Peter and let James be killed with the sword.  Same chapter. 

 

Conclusion 

Some get healing; some don’t.  Some are successful; some suffer.  My purpose in 

this sermon is not to try to go into all the possible reasons for this, but just to point out 

that this is the way it is.  And what this means is that faith is not dependent on present 

circumstances.  Our faith, the Christian faith is not dependent on whether things are 

going well for us or hard.  My faith doesn’t depend on whether crazy amazing powerful 

things are happening in my life or whether crazy horrendous awful things are happening.  

My faith should not be rocked if God doesn’t come through how and when I want.  We 

need to learn stop looking at our circumstances to see if God loves us, to see if he’s good, 

to see if he’s true. 

Faith looks not at visible circumstances but at the invisible God revealed in his 

Word – his character, his actions in history, his promises.  Character: God is all-good and 

all-powerful and all-wise.  We trust him.  Actions: God has orchestrated a big picture 

plan with twists and turns and ups and downs but moving to a good ending.  Look at vv. 

39-40 – “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.”  He has a bigger plan.  Promises: God has promised that 

this world is not all there is.  There is an eternity ahead.  “Our light and momentary 

troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Cor. 4:17). 

If God is working in your life through success – thank him, enjoy it, and give him 

all the glory.  If God is working in your life through suffering – you can still thank him, 

endure it, and give him all the glory.  I’m not saying you can’t lament or feel.  In fact, it’s 

good to feel; we need to feel the sorrows of sin, the deeper we feel the sadness the higher 

we can feel the joy when it comes.  “Weeping may remain for a night, but rejoicing 

comes in the morning” (Ps. 30:5).  Faith is not erased by those feelings of sadness.  Real 

faith is not lost when disappointments come.  Faith looks not at circumstances but at 

God’s character, actions, and promises. 

Faith also doesn’t look at others.  We can’t focus on our current situation or 

compare ourselves with other people’s stories.  At the end of John, we see Jesus telling 

Peter that he is going to die a martyr’s death (the same Peter who was miraculously freed 

from jail).  And Peter looks over at John and asks Jesus, “What about him?”  And Jesus 

says, “Don’t worry about him.  What is that to you?  You just follow me.”  Here’s the 

thing: everybody, even if their lives look successful in some ways, will experience severe 

disappointments and suffering.  Often the success is coupled with suffering.  Think back 

to Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, and Samuel.  Though they had great 

victories, if you read their stories carefully they also suffered great defeats and had 

heartache of varying degrees.  I often tell people to be careful not to judge other people’s 
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suffering or think that your suffering is unique and unmatched.  We all will experience 

deep sorrow in this world, even if we also see great success. 

The question is: what is your faith in?  Is your faith dependent on present 

circumstance?  If so, your faith will not last.  Or is your faith in God’s word?  That is real 

faith. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
And you know something else about the six names listed at the beginning of this 

section?  They were deeply broken, flawed, and sinful men.  That does not negate faith.  

In fact, the most basic element of faith is that it trusts God to deal with your sin. 

Gideon was both scared and proud.  Barak was not really the hero of faith in the 

story, Deborah was; he was kind of a weeny.  Samson was a wreck, a mess.  I don’t know 

what to say.  Whenever we read about him with our kids they ask, “Dad, did Samson go 

to heaven when he died?” because it really seems like he shouldn’t have, but then I point 

them to Hebrews 11 and say, “Well, the Bible says he had faith so yes he did.”  It doesn’t 

matter how bad you’ve been or how messed up you are right now.  The circumstances of 

your sinfulness and weakness does not matter when it comes to your faith.  If your faith is 

in Christ, you are fully atoned for and completely righteous in God’s eyes.  Can you look 

past the way things appear – God can’t love someone as screwed up as me – and believe 

the promise? 

Jephthah.  Jephthah!?  Do you know his story?  It’s awful.  He killed his own 

daughter in order to keep a rash vow.  It’s sick, stomach churning sick.  But again faith 

doesn’t look at these things.  We don’t look at our moral goodness.  We put our faith in 

Christ’s blood and righteousness to cover us.  David?  He has a lot going for him, but he 

also was an adulterer and a murderer.  We would never forgive a political figure if he did 

anything close to what David did, but God forgave him.  Samuel is harder to find dirt on, 

but he wasn’t perfect.  His kids were out of control.  All these people were sinners. 

You are a sinner too.  Don’t focus on your sin.  Don’t compare yourself to other 

people.  Look to Christ.  Put your faith in him, the one who “was despised and rejected 

by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Is. 53:3).  And trust that through 

your union with him, even if it’s only in the next life, you will be richly rewarded. 

 

Benediction 
May you have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in your 

body, whether by life or by death, knowing that to live is Christ and to die is gain. – 

Philippians 1:20-21 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 23, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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