The Book of Hebrews, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 11: By Faith: The Great Cloud of Witnesses
Hebrews 11:1-40

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This beloved chapter, the great gallery of faith, carries a doctrinal point that is central to a sound
understanding of salvation: the nature of saving faith. The writer defines faith as the assurance
of things hoped for and the conviction of things not seen, and then illustrates it with a long
parade of examples, every one of which is faith in action. Abel offered, Enoch walked with God,
Noah built, Abraham obeyed and went, Moses chose, Rahab welcomed the spies. In Hebrews
eleven there is no such thing as a faith that does not act. The faith that pleased God and
received His commendation was always a living, obedient trust that moved people to do what
God said. This is the heart of the lesson, and it stands directly against the idea of faith only, a
faith that is mere mental assent without obedient response.

Hold this truth in proper biblical balance for your class. The point is not that these heroes
earned their standing by works, as if salvation were a wage paid for effort. The whole chapter
insists that they lived by faith, trusting God’s promises and resting on His word. But that faith
was real precisely because it acted. As James teaches, faith without works is dead, and he uses
the very same examples, Abraham and Rahab, to make the point. Saving faith and obedience are
not rivals; obedience is faith made visible. This fits the consistent New Testament pattern of a
saving response that hears the gospel, believes, repents, confesses Christ, and is baptized into
Him, and then continues in faithful obedience. Grace gives the promise; living faith lays hold of it
and walks.

The chapter is also deeply formational and encouraging. These witnesses trusted God before
they could see the outcome, endured great cost, and did not even receive in their lifetimes the
fullness of what was promised, because God had planned that they and we would be made
perfect together in Christ. They ran their leg and handed us the baton. Aim to send students
home with a clear understanding that real faith acts, with courage to step out in obedient trust
where they cannot yet see, and with the inspiring awareness that they run surrounded by a
great cloud of witnesses, taking their own turn in the long story of faith.

Question 1
Student Question:

Verse 1 defines faith as the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen, and
verses 2 through 3 say that by faith we understand the world was created by God’s word. What
does this passage teach about what faith is and how it sees reality differently than mere sight?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin with the definition itself. Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of
things not seen. It is not a leap into the dark or wishful thinking, but a settled confidence in what



God has promised, even though it is not yet visible. Faith treats God's word as more certain than
what the eyes can see.

Draw out the contrast between faith and mere sight. The natural person believes only what can
be seen and measured. Faith sees further, taking God's unseen realities, His promises, His
character, His coming kingdom, as solid and sure. It is a different way of perceiving the world,
one that reckons God’s word as the most certain fact of all.

Use the example of creation in verse 3. By faith we understand that the universe was created by
the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things not visible. Even the visible world
points to an invisible Creator whom we know by faith. Faith perceives the hand of God behind
and beneath all that is, and orders life accordingly.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* Faith as settled confidence in God’s unseen promises.
¢ The contrast between living by faith and living by sight.
e Faith as a way of perceiving the reality of God behind the visible world.

Discussion Prompts

e How is biblical faith different from wishful thinking?
e What does it mean to treat God’s promises as more certain than what we see?
¢ How does faith change the way you perceive everyday reality?

Question 2
Student Question:

Faith is described as confidence in what we cannot yet see. In what area of your life right now
are you tempted to live only by what you can see, and what would it look like to live by faith in
God'’s unseen promises instead?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question presses the contrast between faith and sight into daily life. We are constantly
tempted to live by what is visible: the balance in the account, the diagnosis, the obstacle in front
of us, the absence of an answer. Sight can make God’s promises feel distant and unreal.

Help students locate the specific area where sight is winning. Perhaps it is anxiety about
provision, fear about the future, discouragement in a relationship, or doubt in a season of
waiting. Naming the area where they are living by sight is the first step toward living by faith.

Point toward living by faith concretely. To live by faith is to take God's promises as the
controlling reality, to act on His word rather than on appearances, and to trust His unseen care
even when circumstances argue against it. Encourage one concrete way to live by faith in that
specific area this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The temptation to live by sight rather than faith.



¢ |dentifying specific areas where appearances overrule God'’s promises.
e Acting on God’s word as the controlling reality.

Discussion Prompts

e Where are you most tempted to live only by what you can see?
¢ What promise of God speaks to that area?
e What would living by faith look like there this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

Look at the examples in verses 4 through 7: Abel offered, Enoch walked with God, and Noah built
an ark in response to God’s warning. What do these examples teach about the connection
between genuine faith and the actions that flow from it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Point out the pattern that begins immediately and never stops: by faith Abel offered, by faith
Enoch walked, by faith Noah built. Each example joins faith to a corresponding action. The faith
is real, and it shows itself in what the person does. There is no faith here that stays inside the
mind.

Look closely at Noah. Warned by God about events not yet seen, in reverent fear he built an ark
to save his household. His faith took the form of years of costly, public obedience, building a
great boat on dry land in response to a warning others ignored. His faith was his building,
sustained over time.

Draw the connection plainly. Genuine faith produces action that corresponds to what is
believed. To believe God’s warning is to prepare; to believe God's promise is to obey. The
actions are not added onto faith as an optional extra; they are faith expressing itself. Where
there is no corresponding action, we may rightly question whether the faith is real.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The consistent pattern of faith expressed in action.
¢ Noah's faith as sustained, costly obedience.
e Corresponding action as the evidence of genuine faith.

Discussion Prompts

e What action did each person’s faith produce?
e Why is Noah's building a good picture of faith over time?
e What does it suggest when a professed faith produces no action?

Question 4

Student Question:



Noah spent years building an ark because he believed God’s warning about things not yet seen.
Is there something God has clearly called you to do that requires you to act before you see the
results, and what is keeping you from starting?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question applies Noah's example to the believer’'s own obedience. Noah acted on God’s
word long before there was any visible sign of a flood. His faith required him to begin, and to
keep going, without seeing the outcome. Faith often calls us to act before the results are visible.

Help students identify a specific call they have been delaying. Perhaps God has been prompting
them toward a step of service, a reconciliation, a generosity, a witness, or a change of life, and
they have been waiting for more certainty before they begin. Faith starts before it can see the
end.

Name what holds us back: fear of failure, concern about what others will think, the desire for
guarantees, or simple inertia. Encourage students to identify the one thing keeping them from
starting and to take a first concrete step this week in obedient trust, as Noah did.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Acting in obedience before seeing the results.
¢ Identifying a delayed call from God.
* Overcoming what keeps us from beginning to obey.

Discussion Prompts

e What has God called you to that you have not yet begun?
¢ What is keeping you from starting?
¢ What first step of obedience could you take this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Verses 8 through 19 describe Abraham'’s faith: he obeyed and went out not knowing where he
was going, he lived as a stranger looking for a better country, and he was willing to offer Isaac,
trusting God to keep His promise. What do these episodes teach about the nature of a faith that
truly trusts God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Trace the movements of Abraham'’s faith. First, he obeyed and went out, leaving everything
familiar without knowing his destination, trusting God'’s call more than his own certainty. Faith
follows God even when the path is unclear.

Second, he lived as a stranger and exile, dwelling in tents, looking forward to a city whose
designer and builder is God. His faith reoriented his whole life around an unseen promise and an
eternal home, so that he held this world loosely.



Third, and most severely, he was willing to offer Isaac, the son of promise, trusting that God
could even raise the dead to keep His word. This is faith at its most tested, obeying God in the
face of apparent contradiction, confident that God would remain faithful. Together these
episodes show a faith that obeys, that hopes in the unseen, and that trusts God even when
obedience seems to threaten the promise itself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Faith that obeys God’s call even without knowing the outcome.
e Faith that lives as a stranger, oriented to an eternal home.
* Faith that trusts God even when obedience seems to contradict the promise.

Discussion Prompts

e What does Abraham'’s leaving teach about following God into uncertainty?
e How did living as a stranger shape Abraham'’s relationship to this world?
¢ What does the offering of Isaac reveal about trusting God in the hardest tests?

Question 6
Student Question:

Abraham looked forward to a city whose designer and builder is God, living as a stranger and
exile on earth. How would living as someone whose true home is with God change the way you
hold your possessions, plans, and comforts here?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question applies Abraham’s pilgrim faith to the believer’s relationship with the present
world. Abraham held this world loosely because his heart was set on a better, eternal home. He
lived as a stranger and exile, not because he despised God’s gifts, but because he knew this was
not his final country.

Help students examine how tightly they grip the things of this world: possessions, plans,
comforts, status, security. A heart that treats this world as home clutches these things and fears
losing them. A heart set on the eternal city holds them with open hands.

Apply it concretely. Living as a stranger and exile does not mean neglecting present
responsibilities, but holding everything in light of our true home. Encourage students to identify
one possession, plan, or comfort they have been gripping too tightly and to consider how an
eternal perspective would change the way they hold it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Living as a pilgrim whose true home is with God.
¢ Holding possessions, plans, and comforts with open hands.
e An eternal perspective reshaping our relationship to this world.

Discussion Prompts

¢ What are you most tempted to grip tightly in this world?



¢ How would an eternal home change the way you hold it?
e What would living as a stranger and exile look like for you?

Question 7
Student Question:

Verses 24 through 28 describe Moses choosing to be mistreated with God'’s people rather than to
enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin, considering the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the
treasures of Egypt. What does Moses’ choice teach about how faith weighs the costs and
rewards of following God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Set the scene of Moses’ choice. Raised in Pharaoh’s household with access to the treasures of
Egypt, Moses, when grown, refused that identity and chose instead to suffer with God'’s
oppressed people. This was a deliberate, costly choice, made by faith.

Draw out how faith does the math. Moses considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than
the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to the reward. Faith weighs the fleeting
pleasures of sin against the lasting reward of God and chooses accordingly. What looks like loss
to the world is gain in the eyes of faith.

Highlight the role of the unseen reward. Moses endured as seeing Him who is invisible. His
ability to give up immediate, visible treasure rested on his confidence in an unseen God and a
future reward. Faith makes present sacrifice possible by keeping the eternal reward in view. This
is how faith counts the cost and still chooses God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e  Faith making costly choices for the sake of God’s people and reward.
e Weighing fleeting pleasures against lasting reward.
¢ Enduring by keeping the unseen God and His reward in view.

Discussion Prompts

¢ How did Moses weigh the costs and rewards of following God?
¢ What does it mean to count the reproach of Christ as greater wealth?
e How does keeping the reward in view make present sacrifice possible?

Question 8
Student Question:

Moses gave up the treasures of Egypt because he was looking ahead to the reward. What
comfort, security, or approval might God be asking you to hold loosely for the sake of following
Him, and how does the promise of His reward help you let go?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This question turns Moses’ choice into personal self-examination. Following Christ sometimes
requires giving up things that are genuinely valuable in the world’s eyes: comfort, security,
advancement, the approval of others. Moses shows that faith can let these go when the reward
of God is kept in view.

Help students name the specific thing they are clutching. For some it is financial security; for
some it is the approval of family or peers; for some it is comfort and ease. The question is not
whether these things are good, but whether we hold them so tightly that they keep us from full
obedience.

Point to the power of the reward. Moses let go because he was looking ahead. The promise of
God'’s reward does not make sacrifice painless, but it makes it worthwhile. Encourage students
to identify one thing God may be asking them to hold loosely and to let the hope of His reward
strengthen them to release it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Holding worldly comfort, security, and approval loosely.
e The reward of God as the strength to make costly choices.
¢ Following Christ even when it requires real sacrifice.

Discussion Prompts

¢  What comfort, security, or approval are you holding too tightly?
¢ How does the promise of God’s reward help you let go?
¢ What would it look like to follow Christ in that area this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

Throughout this chapter faith is shown not as mere belief but as an obedient trust that acts:
Noah built, Abraham obeyed and went, Moses chose, Rahab welcomed the spies. Some teach
that we are saved by faith only, apart from any obedience. Using this chapter, how would you
explain that saving faith is a living, obedient faith that responds and acts, and how this fits with
salvation being by grace?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal high point of the lesson, so develop it carefully and warmly. Begin by letting
the chapter speak for itself. Every example of faith in Hebrews eleven is an example of faith
acting. The phrase by faith is followed again and again by a verb of obedience: Abel offered,
Noah built, Abraham obeyed and went, Moses chose and left, Rahab welcomed. There is not a
single example of a faith that believed without doing. The faith that God commends in this
chapter is, without exception, an obedient trust that acts.

Make the key distinction clearly. The Bible does teach that we are saved by faith and by grace,
not by earning salvation as a wage for our works. But the faith that saves is never bare mental
assent. It is a living trust that takes God at His word and therefore obeys Him. To say we are
saved by faith only, if faith only means a belief that does not act, is to describe a faith the Bible



never commends. James addresses this directly, using the very same examples as Hebrews
eleven: faith without works is dead, and Abraham and Rahab were justified as their faith was
completed and shown by their obedient actions.

Guard both sides of the truth so the class is not confused. On one side, we do not earn salvation;
it is the gift of God's grace, received by faith, accomplished by Christ alone. On the other side,
the faith that receives that grace is a faith that obeys. These are not in tension. Grace provides
the promise; living faith lays hold of it and walks. Noah did not earn his rescue by building, but
his faith in God's word took the form of building, and a faith that refused to build would not
have saved him.

Connect this to the consistent New Testament pattern of response to the gospel. Saving faith
hears the good news, believes in Jesus as Lord and Christ, turns from sin in repentance,
confesses Him, and is baptized into Him, and then continues in a life of faithful obedience. None
of this is earning salvation; all of it is faith responding to grace in the way God has appointed.
The same Jesus who saves by grace said that whoever believes and is baptized will be saved,
joining belief and obedient response together.

Close by drawing out the encouragement, not just the argument. This truth is good news,
because it means faith is not a fragile feeling we must work up, but a living trust that walks with
God one obedient step at a time. The heroes of this chapter were ordinary people whose faith
showed itself in what they did, and we are called to take our place among them. Send the class
away understanding that real faith always acts, and eager to let their own trust in God become
visible in obedience this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Saving faith as a living, obedient trust that acts, not bare assent.

* Aclear answer to the idea of faith only as mere belief without obedience.

¢ The harmony of grace and obedient faith, not earning salvation by works.

* James and Hebrews using the same examples to show faith completed by works.

e The New Testament pattern of believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized.
e Obedient faith as good news, a living trust that walks with God.

Discussion Prompts

e How does every example in this chapter show faith acting?
¢ How would you explain that obedient faith is not earning salvation?
e How do Hebrews and James together answer the idea of faith only?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across the whole chapter and remember that these witnesses are now watching us
run our race. Name one specific way the example of these faithful men and women is calling you
to step out in obedient faith this week.

Commentary and Teaching Notes



This capstone gathers the gallery of faith into a personal challenge. The chapter is not merely a
history lesson but an invitation to join the company of the faithful. The next chapter will picture
these witnesses surrounding us as we run, and the proper response is to take our own turnin
obedient faith.

Help students choose one example that especially speaks to them and one concrete step of faith
it calls them to. Perhaps Noah'’s perseverance calls them to begin a long obedience, Abraham'’s
pilgrimage calls them to hold this world loosely, or Moses’ choice calls them to a costly decision.
The form matters less than the concreteness.

Close by returning to the great cloud of witnesses. These faithful men and women trusted God,
acted on His word, and handed the baton to us. Send students home inspired to live by an
obedient faith this week, taking their place in the long story of those who trusted and obeyed
God.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Joining the company of the faithful by obedient faith.
e Drawing specific encouragement from the examples.
e Taking a concrete step of faith in response.

Discussion Prompts

*  Which example of faith most speaks to you, and why?
e What specific step of obedient faith is it calling you to?
*  How does running among a cloud of witnesses encourage you to step out?



