The Book of Hebrews

Lesson 11: By Faith: The Great Cloud of Witnesses -- Hebrews 11:1-40

Walk slowly through an old portrait gallery sometime, the kind in a great hall where the faces of
those who came before look down from the walls. There is something about all those eyes that
does not let you stay casual. These were real people who lived real lives, who faced real fear and
made real choices, and now they watch you take your turn. The writer of Hebrews builds exactly
such a gallery in chapter eleven. He lines the walls with portraits of the faithful, Abel and Enoch
and Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Rahab, and a crowd of others, and then in the next
chapter he calls them a great cloud of witnesses surrounding us as we run our race. This chapter
is the family album of faith.

But notice what kind of faith fills this gallery. The writer defines it at the outset: faith is the
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. It is confidence in what God has
promised even when we cannot yet see it. And then, crucially, every single portrait in the gallery
is a portrait of faith in action. By faith Abel offered. By faith Noah built. By faith Abraham obeyed
and went, not knowing where he was going. By faith Moses left Egypt and chose to suffer with
God’s people. The faith of Hebrews eleven is never a private opinion held quietly in the head. It
is always a trust so real that it moves the feet, builds the ark, packs the bags, and steps out the
door. Faith here is something you can watch a person do.

This is one of the most important truths in the whole chapter, and we must not miss it. The
world often imagines faith as a feeling or a mental agreement, a box you check, a belief you
hold. But the Bible’s heroes show us something living and active. Noah believed God about the
coming flood, and so he spent decades building a boat on dry land. Abraham believed God's
promise, and so he left everything familiar and walked toward a land he had never seen. Their
faith and their obedience were not two separate things. The obedience was the faith, made
visible. A trust that does not act is not yet the faith of Hebrews eleven. Real faith always has
hands and feet.

And this faith costs something. The writer does not hide it. Some, by faith, conquered kingdoms
and shut the mouths of lions. But others, by the same faith, were tortured, mocked, flogged,
imprisoned, stoned, and killed, wandering in deserts and caves, destitute and afflicted. The
world was not worthy of them, he says. And here is the staggering thing: all of these, though
commended through their faith, did not receive what was promised, because God had planned
something better, so that only together with us would they be made perfect. They ran their leg
of the race and handed the baton to us. They are watching now. The gallery is full, the witnesses
are leaning forward, and it is our turn to live by faith.

Group Discussion: In Hebrews eleven, faith is never just believing something in the mind; it
always moves a person to act. Noah built, Abraham went, Moses chose. Why is it so important
to see that real faith always shows itself in obedience and action, and what happens to faith
when it never acts?



Personal Reflection: Faith often means stepping out before you can see the whole path, as
Abraham did when he went out not knowing where he was going. Where is God asking you to
trust Him with a next step you cannot yet see the end of?

Read Hebrews 11:1-40

Study Questions

1. 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?

2. 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?

3. 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?

4. 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?

5. 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?

6. 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?

7. 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?

8. 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?

9. 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?

10. 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.



Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Genesis 15:6, Abraham believing God, and it being counted to him as
righteousness; James 2:14-26, faith without works being dead, shown by Abraham and Rahab;
Hebrews 12:1-2, running with endurance surrounded by the cloud of witnesses; Romans 4:18-
21, Abraham fully convinced that God could do what He promised; Mark 16:15-16, the gospel
call to believe and be baptized.



