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Hebrews 11:1-3     

11:1 Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see. 2 This is what the 

ancients were commended for. 

 

3 By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made 

out of what was visible. 

     

This summer we have been taking a Journey of Faith in the book of Hebrews. Jesus leads us as we wind 

through the wilderness of this world. We're jumping ahead a few chapters this week to what some call the Hall 

of Faith Heroes.  

  

Do you remember photo albums? Looking at the pictures of the people that came before we were even a gleam 

in our parents' eyes. Aunts, uncles, grandparents or even a few generations back. Maybe from when you were 

a child sitting on your father's lap while on vacation, baby pictures, first day of school. We look at them and 

see the people and events that have shaped our lives. I remember scrapbooking where you tell the story behind 

the photo, making it interesting for people outside the direct family and for generations to come. Now, we can 

have our digital photo albums on our phone, on Facebook or Instagram, or PowerPoint slide shows. They tell 

the story of our history, the story of our lives. We can gather up these memories and remember those who 

stood by us in good times and bad. 

  

In this part of Hebrews, we get to look at the photos of our family in the faith. Hebrews is talking to people 

who have been having a rough time maybe even within their biological families, and they need encouragement 

to stay strong, to stay true to their faith. Hebrews reminds them of where they've come from and what it's 

leading to. What their ancient relatives have done by faith. That is the refrain of this chapter. The phrase "by 

faith" appears 32 times. 

  

By faith Abel brought his offering to God. By faith Enoch pleased God. By faith Noah built the ark, before 

there was a cloud in the sky. By faith Abraham traveled from his people and his homeland to an entirely new 

place even though he didn't even know where he was going. Why? As it says in Hebrews 11:11 because they, 

"considered him faithful who made the promise." 

  

Picking up the Scripture at vs 13: 

13 All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; they 

only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that they were foreigners and strangers on 

earth. 14 People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. 15 If they had 

been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. 16 Instead, they were 

longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he 

has prepared a city for them. 

  

Hebrews "helps us look at our family snapshots in the gallery of faith: Remember those who crossed over the 

Red Sea. Remember Rahab, who welcomed the scouts. Remember those who marched around Jericho. 
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Remember Sampson and Daniel, who shut the mouths of lions. Remember those who won strength out of 

weakness like Gideon and Esther. Remember those who were tortured, mocked […], and tormented. 

  

"Why should we look at this photo album of faith and faithfulness? Because in looking, we learn who we are. 

We learn that we are not alone and that we are part of a family with particular traits and characteristics. 

  

"As we look at this remarkable family the writer of Hebrews sketches, we discover two portraits of faith. One 

portrait is full of images of triumph: conquering enemies, obtaining promises, shutting the mouths of lions, 

even gaining victory over death. But the other portrait is filled with images of suffering: public mocking, 

imprisonment, beating, stoning, homelessness, violence, and death. From the outside, the pictures and images 

are radically different, impossible to reconcile. After all, our culture says we are either successes or failures. 

But the writer of Hebrews mixes the categories because our lot [or place] in life is not a measure of our 

faithfulness. 

  

"The intermingled categories are a word of encouragement for struggling Christians. If we are struggling, and 

someone tells us that the true mark of faithfulness is suffering, we might despair. [We might give up.] Must 

our suffering continue forever? If we are struggling and someone tells us that the true mark of faithfulness is 

triumph and victory, what hope is there for us? But the mixing of suffering and triumph gives us a word of 

hope: faithfulness shines both in suffering and in triumph, both in sorrow and in joy."1 

  

This is a time of struggle for many. COVID cases are surging around the country again. They are the highest 

here in the County that they have been throughout the whole pandemic. When it looked like we were 

emerging from this for a few weeks, it's hard to consider having to take a step back. We have to take the long 

view. Sadly, it's not going to be over tomorrow. Remembering as we look at this gallery of faith of the people 

who continued on the journey despite it sometime being very long. Allow this to strengthen us as we press on 

during this difficult time of our journey. Maybe the best thing is to stop predicting when it's going to be over.  

  

Lutheran pastor, Nadia Bolz-Weber talks about coming to grips with the idea that in this pandemic we are 

running a marathon not a sprint or not even the 10,000 m. In the beginning of all this, many of us thought it 

would just a few weeks then we'll have a great Easter celebration, then came Pentecost, and then, and then … 

She writes, "I had hooked my hope on something in the future and as each hope dissolved, I’d find another 

hook. Until finally, reality sunk in." Now, after some encouraging improvements over the last several months, 

the rollercoaster seems to be starting up, and we have to learn the lesson all over again. She describes this as 

the Stockdale Paradox: 

  

"An Admiral in the US Navy, James Stockdale survived 8 years as a POW in a North Vietnamese prison 

camp. When asked who of his fellow prisoners struggled to make it out alive he replied,  

  

“The optimists. Oh, they were the ones who said, ‘We’re going to be out by Christmas.’ And Christmas would 

come, and Christmas would go. Then they’d say, ‘We’re going to be out by Easter.’ And Easter would come, 

and Easter would go. And then Thanksgiving, and then it would be Christmas again. And they died of a broken 

heart….” 
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"So the “Stockdale Paradox” is the ability to hold two opposing but equally true things at once: 

  

"You must have faith that you will prevail in the end. 

  

"And at the same time you must confront the brutal facts of your current reality.2 

  

Our Hall of Faith Heroes can help us and encourage us in the middle of our current reality. When we look at 

them, "We learn that faith endures. Faith trusts God’s promises even when the present calls those promises 

into question. In the face of suffering, faith holds on and holds out because of the certainty of a future in which 

God has something better in store. [These] are the lessons from our family photo album. We remember our 

company. We are not alone."3 

  

We can be strengthened as we run the marathon of this current season and the marathon of life. Hebrews 

continues using this kind of comparison in chapter 12 verses 1-3: 

  

12:1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that 

hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for 

us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the 

cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured 

such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 

  

Did you watch the Summer Olympics? This year's was kind 

of unusual, of course, including the marathon, but the 

tradition is that the marathon runners will enter a packed 

stadium. When each runner enters, there is the huge roar of 

the crowd cheering them on to finish the race. There are 

people cheering for us, our great cloud of witnesses, the 

people in our Photo Album of Faith, encouraging us to keep 

on going.  

  

Hebrews encourages us to let go of anything that could trip us up or pull us down and carry our faith across 

the finish line. But what if all that cheering is not enough? We're out of energy. We're depleted and ready to 

fall. What if despite everything, we don't know if we can hold out until the end.  

  

We have one more picture to see in our photo album. It is the most important one of all. "Fixing our eyes on 

Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith." (Heb 12:2) The word translated as "pioneer" also means author, 

beginner, the trailblazer that goes before us. In racing at that time it would also be the team captain. This 

would be the best one on the team who would finish first but stay at the finish line to encourage the rest.4 

1 Barcelona Olympic Stadium 
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Have you seen the end of some of these races in track 

and field? You will see the runner who after over 26 

miles is wobbling about to fall. Or, maybe they have 

already fallen, and another runner or someone from 

the sidelines will go out and help them. They don't 

bring the stretcher to carry them off. They help the 

runner get up and finish the race, getting them over the 

finish line. That's Jesus, there to help us to carry on 

and carry through. The times when we think that we 

have given it all we've got and can't go any further.  

  

"So when our knees are weak and our 

hands drooping, when we feel worn out in 

the journey of faith, wondering whether 

we can hold on and hold out, we hear 

again this[…] call from Hebrews. We 

remember our company. We remember 

our contest, but above all, we remember 

our captain who has run this race and who 

beckons us home."5 

  

Welcome home! 

  

Amen 

_________________ 
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