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 It’s called The Religion that Kills.  Dr. Seth Asser gazed at row after row of 

small head stones marking the graves of children not far from the end of the 

Oregon Trail.  The sad part is that most of those children could have lived, but 

their parents wouldn’t allow them to receive medical care.  Why would loving 

parents deny their children basic medical care?  As Christian Scientists, they 

believed their children would be healed if they simply mustered enough faith.  As 

row after row of headstones testify, faith didn’t come to their rescue.  What a 

horrifying feeling of guilt for those parents to live with.

   It is not just the Christian Scientists of our nations colonial era who 

believed faith is the key to health.  Today the airwaves and cable channels are 

packed with health and wealth preachers who tell us faith is the key that unlocks 

health, wealth, and prosperity.  If we don’t have health, wealth and prosperity, it is 

because there is something wrong with our faith.  If life is good, God is blessing 

you because of your faith.  If life is bad, it is your own fault because your faith is 

weak. 

 It is not just Christian Scientists and health-wealth preachers who are 

caught in the under-toe of the faith to success syndrome.  Let’s be honest, 

haven’t we subconsciously bought into as well?

 This morning we are in a passage of Hebrews that, like the morning sun, 

will burn away the fog of confusion about what kind of life faith guarantees.

Hebrews 11:29-38
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 This morning I want to stay on a higher level and just look at five 

observations from Scripture about the way faith works in life.

By Faith God sometimes saves his people from suffering.

 Verses 29-35 give us a list of miraculous ways God stepped into history to 

save his children.  For example, God divided the Red Sea so the Israelites could 

walk across a dry sea bed but when the Egyptians tried to follow, they were 

drowned.  Imagine the faith it took to walk into a hole in the Red Sea with the 

water walled up on both sides.  Some people think the Red Sea wasn’t deep and 

this wasn’t much of a miracle but that isn’t what the Bible tells us.  It tells us the 

Israelites went into the Red Sea as a powerful act of faith.  They knew it was 

crazy to walk between walls of water that were miraculously held back, yet, in 

faith they entered the sea.  The sea must have been deep because when the 

water returned it was enough to wash away an entire Egyptian army, they were 

never seen again.  By faith the walls of Jericho came tumbling down without an 

Israelite even putting his hand on them.  Jericho was an ancient military fortress 

that guarded the entrance to the Promised Land.  Imagine President Obama 

telling us to walk around Baghdad shouting at it and blowing trumpets because 

God told him the buildings would collapse on the seventh day.  It took a lot of 

faith to try that military maneuver.  By faith the mouths of lions were shut.  This is 

a reference to Daniel in the lions den.  By faith the fury of flames were quenched.  

That is a reference to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego being thrown into 

Nebuchadnezzar’s fiery furnace.  By faith, the widow’s son at Zarephath was 
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raised from the dead.  When God’s people exercised faith and trusted God to 

meet their needs, many times God came to their rescue in a miraculous way.  

The Bible is full of examples where God’s people exercise faith in him to come to 

their rescue, and sometimes he does it in a miraculously way.  God hasn’t 

changed his character, he still works to save his people today.  I believe he can 

and occasionally will save us in a miraculous way.  What is the key to God 

operating this way? It always begins when God’s people exercise faith in Him.  

When they obey him even though it isn’t easy and it may cost them dearly.

And he did not do many miracles there because of their lack of faith.  Matthew 
13:58

 Faith is always the pre-requisite for God coming to our rescue in a 

miraculous way. 

 As I looked at this list of ways God intervened to rescue his children, I 

noticed that some of these miracles are of a different sort.  They are Miracles of 

Providence.  What I mean is they are God working in an equally miraculous but 

less obvious.  They are God working behind the scenes to save his children.  

God works with this invisible hand called providence, just like he works with his 

visible hand of the miraculous.

 For example, by faith, Barak fought against a Canaanite army that had 

900 chariots (today’s equivalent of M1 Abraham tanks).  How did he win?  A 

perfectly timed downpour left the chariots stuck in the mud.  Easy pickings for 

Barak and his army.  Rahab didn’t perish because she providentially heard of the 

power of God and providentially she had the chance to host the Jewish spies 

who came to her door to save hide them from the solders trying to ferret them out 
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in the city.  It was a miracle where God put the right people together at the right 

time.  It was a miracle of providence.  It is God’s invisible hand at work.  Elijah 

escaped the sword of Jezebel.  It was the providential movement of God’s hand 

that kept the Jezebel’s head hunters from finding him.  In all these cases God is 

the one who worked behind the scenes to save his people.  They were miracles 

done by the invisible, not the visible hand of God who came to the rescue.

 The point is, God works through faith to do miracles and acts of 

providence and bring practical, real help to his people.  I love when God comes 

to the rescue this way.  You love when God comes to the rescue this way.  When 

we someone is diagnosed with cancer, in faith we pray God will come to our 

rescue in this way.  Many times, he does… but…  sometimes he does.  Why?

By faith God sometimes sustains his people in suffering.

 This is the point of verses 35-38.  Let’s put it this way, faith in God is no 

guarantee we will experience comfort, security and happiness.  The agony and 

torture God’s children endured in verses 35-38 came about because of their faith 

was good, not because their faith was lacking.  Sometimes God doesn’t choose 

to remove us from hard times but instead he uses our faith to sustain us in the 

hard times.  Faith then becomes not the means of rescue from hard times but it 

becomes the means by which we survive the hard times.

 Look at verse 33.  The writer of Hebrews is coming to a crescendo.  He 

lists name after name of those rescued by faith and then without skipping a beat 

he starts talking about those who weren’t rescued by faith but they were 

sustained in torture.  
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...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. Others 
were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better 
resurrection.  Hebrews 11:34-35

 In other words, God’s people experienced suffering and torture not 

because their faith failed but rather God allowed them to experience suffering 

because God was pleased with their faith!  Their faith was so ripe they 

understood that if God chose to let them suffer and be sustained in suffering 

through their faith rather than rescue them by faith, that is OK.  If they suffered 

well for Christ, the result would be a better resurrection and a greater reward in 

eternity.  God can, and does, move his visible hand in miracles and his invisible 

hand in providence to save his people,…  but not always. 

 Let’s look at some examples of this in action.  Compare v.34 to v.37.

...and escaped the edge of the sword;…  Hebrews 11:34

...they were put to death by the sword.  Hebrews 11:37

 So in one instance by faith people escaped the edge of the sword, and in 

another instance by faith they died by the sword.  

It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the 
church, intending to persecute them.  He had James, the brother of John, put to 
death with the sword.  Acts 12:1-2

 But the next verse tells how Peter was arrested for the same purpose, but 

God intervened and miraculously delivered Peter.  God allowed James to die by 

faith.  Peter escaped by faith.
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 Understand that sometimes the suffering God sustains his children 

through by faith in not just the inconvenience of being laughed at in a party.  

Sometimes he allows his children to go through horrific suffering.

They were stoned; they were sawed in two; Hebrews 11:37

 I remember reading this as a kid and wanting to grab my stomach 

because this thought was so repulsive.  I still feel that way today.  Tradition says 

this is the way the prophet Isaiah died.  Imagine how awful it would feel to have 

death in front of you and to know a person is devising a way for your death to be 

as horrifying as they can conceive.  That has happened, it is happening and it will 

continue to happen.  God could stop that from happening to his people, but many 

times instead of freeing his people because of their faith, he sustains his children 

through their suffering by means of their faith. 

 Horrific suffering for God was fresh in the mind of the Christians the author 

of Hebrews is writing to.  During the inter-testamental period, the 400 year period 

when the Old Testament ended till when Christ came, Alexander the Great 

conquered world.  He was fanatical about Greek culture and he forced Greek 

culture upon the Jews.  The book of Macabees tells how the Jews rebelled 

temporarily re-instate sacrifices in the temple as a result, they were brutally 

tortured and killed, not rescued.  So the idea of suffering for faith was fresh in the 

mind of the Jews reading this letter.

Faith is not a health and wealth secret.

 It is a great relief to know there is a higher explanation for our suffering in 

life than a lack of faith.  Wouldn’t it be horrible to be a parent watching your child 
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die and believe the reason your child was dying because you didn’t have enough 

faith. 

 When a Christians brother or sister are suffering, what should we say to 

them?  Certainly not,... 

“Have faith and God will heal you”

  rather 

“Trust in God, whether God chooses to heal you by faith or God chooses to 
sustain us in our suffering through faith, know God takes care of those who trust 
him in faith.  To live is Christ, to die is gain.”

  Ultimately, it is God who decides when and how we will die.  We are 

immortal until he chooses to take us home.  He has his purposes, but like Job, 

many times they are hidden from us.  Faith means we believe they are good.

Faith believes being the object of God’s affection is better than what life 
can give and what death can take.

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.  Hebrews 
11:35

 Imagine with me you are a Christian in Iraq.  You are arrested for reading 

your Bible and attending a prayer meeting.  In the middle of the night the secret 

police arrest you and bring you to be water boarded.  They force gallons of water 

into your stomach, they chain you flat on the floor placing a sheet of plywood on 

your chest.  Three to nine men walking and bounce on you applying hundreds of 

pounds of pressure on your water logged organs stretching your organs.

 What does faith believe in the moment of torture?  That if God loved me, 

he would get me out of this?  If I just had enough faith, God would rescue me?  

NO!  Faith believes there is a resurrection coming.  The miracle of the 
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resurrection is even better than the miracle of escape.  When Jesus raised 

Lazarus from the dead, that was an incredible miracle but it wasn’t Jesus’ best 

miracle because Lazarus died again.  An even better miracle that every Christian 

will experience, is not being resurrected to live again in this world but being 

saved in death to live forever with Christ on the new heaven and earth. 

 Faith believes what we have as Christians through Christ is better than 

anything we could have in this life apart from him.  Being water-board tortured to 

death in Iraq but having Christ is better than being Bill Gates and living a without 

Jesus.  Faith says what I have in God is better than anything I could have in life.  

Faith says Christ is better than my job, better than my family, better than my 

retirement plans.  Faith says whether God handles me kindly and rescues me 

from adversity or if God chooses to sustain me by faith through the terrors, I will 

still love him because being the object of God’s affections through Jesus is better 

than anything this world could offer to me or anything this world can take away 

from me.  If by faith God works miraculously to save us from suffering, we will 

praise him.  If God chooses to let us go through physical suffering, loss of status, 

financial crisis or emotional tragedies we will still praise him because we have 

Christ, something better than whatever this world takes away. 

Those who suffer or die for Christ are God’s gift to the world.

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.  Hebrews 11:37-38b

 Why would God choose not to save us from suffering for his glory?  Why 

would God choose instead to sustain us by faith in suffering.  What is his 
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purpose?  How does it bring fame to his name through our life?  It says those 

who are destitute, abused, rejected, cultural rejects for their faith in Christ are 

people the world is not worthy of.  Why would the world not be worthy of these 

people?  Listen closely.

 When God’s precious children suffer for their faith and he sustains them in 

their suffering because they know God has something better in eternity laid up for 

them.  God uses their life to give the world a message.  Here is the message.

Being the object of God’s affection through Christ is more precious to me than 
anything this world can offer, even life itself.  Turn, turn and believe.

YouTube - Girl Burned in Orissa
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