Hebrews 11:8-19 (1984 NIV)
Believing Enough to Let Go

Introduction

| remember the day | received Jesus Christ as my Lord and Saviour. | felt
a joy and peace that | could not even quite know how to describe. | then
decided to call and gather a group of very close friends to tell them of my
new faith.

When we met, | could feel the excitement in me as | related how God was
dealing with me that morning in church. But alas! What | got in return from
my friends were expressionless looks of indifference. Instead of sensing
celebration with them, | could sense rejection from them. True enough,
they began to tease me and call me names—*“angel with horns” and all
that. | felt rejected by close friends who grew up with me.

The sense of rejection intensified in the days ahead. We still met every
weekend. We knew we were still friends. But it's like friends who were
beginning to discover that there was a widening gulf between them. The
weakness in me often cried out to God, “Lord, let me enjoy doing things
with my friends. Let my faith not stop me from having fun with them. | have
faith in you, but don’'t ask me to let go of these friends and fun.” But the
Lord often prompted my heart with these words, “Yes, you can still have
them as friends. But | want you to grow as my child. And to do so, you
have to spend less time with them and more time with some new friends in
church.” It was the beginning of my own social reformation.

In His good time, God led me to a church fellowship where | met new
Christian friends, and where | began to grow as a Christian. And today, my
old buddy friends are still my good friends. By God’s grace, some have
come to believe in Christ as well.

“Lord, let me enjoy doing things with my friends. Let my faith not stop me from
having fun with them. | have faith in you, but don’t ask me to let go of these
friends and fun.” | can even hear the Hebrew Christians to whom the letter of
Hebrews was written groaning these same words.

The writer was writing primarily to Hebrew believers who were then suffering
rejection and persecution from their fellow Jews. Some were in danger of going
back to their past practices in Judaism because of the pain of rejection and
persecution.

The writer of Hebrews had to stress the supremacy of Christ over Moses—that
Christ is better than Moses; that promises of God in Jesus Christ were better
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than the practices of the Mosaic Law in Judaism. So, throughout the letter, the
writer called on the Christians to hold fast to their faith and not lose hope and
trust in God.

In Chapter 11, the writer reviewed the lives of those who had demonstrated faith
in their walk with God. Each of them had faced rejection and persecution in some
ways. The writer's intention was not to give his readers a history lesson, but to
immortalize some great lives of faith so that the Christians of his time can be
encouraged and challenged to do the same.

Many names are mentioned in Chapter 11. Most of them are only mentioned
briefly. But there’s one whose name and exploits are given much more coverage
than the others—Abraham. In fact, Abraham was honoured as the father of faith
by the Jewish people because at significant points in his life, he demonstrated
faith by believing God enough to let go.

Faith in God is very much about letting go because of the belief that God is in
control. Today, | want us to focus on Heb. 11:8-19 and learn what Abraham’s life
has to teach us concerning this. First, we look at how ...

l. God called Abraham to let go his comfortable homeland (vv. 8-10).

This is the classical mark in every call of God to walk in faith with Him—i.e. the
call to let go. God called Abraham to let go. Let go of the known for the unknown.
Let go of the familiar. Let go of the certain for the uncertain. Let go of the visible
for the invisible.

In fact, Abraham was really in comfort land—in this place called Haran. His father
had died, and being the eldest son, he was in line to inherit much of the family's
inheritance and influence. After all, he was already 75 years old (Gen. 12:4). If
Abraham is to live in our time today, you might say that he has it made in life and
ready for a comfortable retirement.

But God had other plans. He called out Abraham, an old man (by our standard),
out of his comfort zone and made him walk a journey of faith with him. God
commanded him in Gen. 12:1, “Leave your country, your relatives, and your
father's house, and go to the land that I will show you.”

How would you respond to such a call from God—i.e. making a major move with
very little understanding and one that seemed so nonsensical? Humanly
speaking, | think | know what you will do. Humanly speaking, | know for sure
what | will do. | like to believe that we are intelligent people. And intelligent
people want all the information first before they make a major decision.

But what was Abraham’s response? Hebrews 11:8 tells us that Abraham “by faith
... obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going”. He did
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not say to God, “No, Lord. | object!” Rather, he said to God, “Yes, Lord. | obey!”
That's why Abraham was esteemed by the nation of Israel NOT as their father of
intelligence, but as their father of faith.

Abraham let go of what was his homeland for what was to be his promised land.
And Heb. 11:9 tells us that he set out not to live like a landlord in his own
territory, but “like a stranger in a foreign country”; not like a king in his palace, but
like a nomad “in tents”.

Indeed, there is nothing smart in what Abraham was doing here. | mean if | were
to uproot myself and my whole family, | want to make sure that my next locality is
as good as, if not better than, my present one. By the way, archaeologists have
determined that Haran in the time of Abraham was a very advanced place in
terms of commerce and learning.

Hence, Abraham was not asked to leave a backward place, but one of great
civilization and achievements. Yes, we may say that he did not make a humanly
intelligent move. But no, we cannot deny that he did make a faith move. And his
faith was not based on nothingness. Rather, his faith was based on a great
promise of God. Heb. 11:10 tells us what that great promise is—a “city with
foundations, whose architect and builder is God”. By faith in a great promise,
Abraham was moving from a good place to a better place. And if God is to be
trusted, then Abraham’s move was not that foolish after all.

And if the church wants to start a new journey of faith with God, the call from God
is—be prepared to let go what is in order to build what will be.

To begin this forward process, at least two broad principles apply:

e One, there must be a strong commitment to obey the leading of God. We
must love the Lord enough to bring the church into compliance with the
leading of the Lord. This may require us to step out of the comfort zone,
and be willing to roll up our sleeves to serve.

Stepping out of our comfort zone may not necessarily imply getting out of
the good we’ve been used to, but out of the not good we’ve been used to.
There is a kind of paralysis that prevents us from moving out of the not
good because we've become so familiar with the negative that we become
uncomfortable doing the positive. It is a bondage that stops us from
growing, from moving on, and from building the future. But as we seek
God, He may be saying, “Don’'t be stuck in the negative you see, but
believe enough to work for the positive you now don’t see.”

As we move on to build the future of our church, recognize that it is a faith
journey. And faith involves some risking—we are to believe even when we
don’t see everything, and we are to obey even when we don’t understand
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completely. Nevertheless, we are called to seek and obey the leading of
God as we begin this faith journey.

e Two, there must be a strong commitment to love one another. We must
love one another enough to acknowledge that no one is perfect, including
ourselves. Hence, if we are to be builders of the future, we need to be
patient, longsuffering, and understanding of one another. When we truly
love a person, we risk hurting and being hurt by that person from time to
time. This is because love compels us to go deeper in our relationship with
the other. And when the relationship gets deeper, we can hurt the other
person because he/she sees our hidden ugliness, and we can be hurt by
the other person because we see his/her hidden ugliness too.

But on the other hand, we are to deepen our relationship in such a way
that we allow one another to be human. Now what's sure about human
beings? They are sure to make mistakes and do wrongs. Hence, we need
to do two things in balance—to forgive and to call to accountability.

We must let go of the animosity and bitterness in our spirits—we must
learn to forgive. At the same time, to forgive does not mean an absence of
accountability. 1 may say some evil words to destroy someone and feel
guilty, and then seek forgiveness and receive it from the one whom I've
wronged. But that doesn’t mean | don’'t have to work at repairing the
relationship and rebuilding trust.

Many of us find balancing forgiveness and call to accountability one of the
hardest things to do. Some struggle more with forgiving, while others more
with calling to accountability. But if we truly love and care, we need to ask
God to help us forgive and call to accountability as we relate to one
another.

Just as no one is perfect, no church is perfect. But to build a better future
for the church, we need to first build ourselves up as better confessors
and forgivers with greater honesty and humility to reconcile with one
another.

If we want to start a new journey of faith with God, the call from God is—be
prepared to let go what is in order to build what will be.

| must admit that | was not obedient enough to answer God’s call to me
readily. In fact, | struggled quite a bit. There were two big reasons for
that—my conviction that one could serve God in one’s station in life
without necessarily having to be in fulltime Christian vocation; | had
become too comfortable to leave where | were in my workplace.
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And so | used my mother’s reluctance to see me as a fulltime Christian
worker as a ready excuse. | had alluded to her that I might one day
become one. Also, | became more involved in various church ministries as
if trying to compensate for my reluctance to answer the call to fulltime
ministry.

| was commissioned together with six others by my church to begin a
mission point in Toa Payoh. It was hard work doing door-to-door
evangelism every week. But the more | tried to compensate for my
reluctance to answer the fulltime call with such involvement, the more
intense | sense the fulltime call.

That was the period | found very difficult to sleep. One evening, | decided
that the call was clear enough to make a commitment. | remember
praying, “Lord, if this is it tonight, move the heart of my mother so that |
may know that this is indeed the time.”

At the dining table, | looked at my mother and mumbled these words,
“Mum, would it be okay with you if | leave my present job and do fulltime
Christian work?”

| think she heard what | said. She paused and replied, “Can you get
married if you do fulltime Christian work?”

She likened one doing fulltime Christian work to a Catholic priest who had
taken a vow of celibacy. | said, “Of course, | can marry! Not only that, | can
have children as well.”

And she replied, “If that's what you want to do with your life, then do it.
And do it well so that you will not regret later on.”

Though her words were momentarily hard to believe, the joy in me was
equally hard to contain. That evening, | made a commitment to prepare
myself for the fulltime call.

And | immediately enjoyed the blessing of good sleep. | slept like a baby. |
had decided to let go of the comfort of a settled life and answer the call to
fulltime ministry at the age of 33. | had decided to let go what was in order
to experience what would be better—if not anything else—at least better
sleep.

| have learnt the truth of the Psalmist’'s words when he says in Psalm
121:3 that “He who watches over you will not slumber.” And because God
who watches over me will not sleep, | can sleep with this sense of
restedness and not toss about in restlessness. And over the years, | have
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learnt to move out of my comfort zone and on to different phases of my life
as He leads me—with less restlessness and more restedness in Him.

Abraham’s faith is seen in his willingness to obey God by moving from his settled
home to a better place designed by God. He was willing to let go what was in
order to obtain that that would be better. We continue to see Abraham'’s faith in
an even more trying circumstance. Next, we look at how ...

I. God called Abraham to let go his precious son (vv. 11, 17-19).

Hebrews 11:11 tells us, “By faith Abraham, even though he was past age—and
Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to become a father because he
considered him faithful who had made the promise.”

But lest we think that Abraham was perfect in his faith, be reminded that he was
as human as you and me. To save his own life, he misrepresented twice his
relationship with Sarah—that she was only his half-sister and not his wife. Also,
he tried to play God by accommodating to his anxious wife’s suggestion to have
a child through one of her maids. However, in spite of his faults and failures,
Abraham was called a “friend of God” because of his faith (James 2:23).

God promised Abraham a son through his wife Sarah. And from this promised
son, a great nation of people would come into being and settle in a promised
land. But the problem is this—Abraham waited ... and waited ... and waited.
Could God have made a mistake? After all, Sarah was well past her age of
fertility. Abraham waited ... and waited ... and waited.

God seemed to be keeping Abraham on hold. But God’s delay was actually no
delay. After all, he did not specify when the promised child would come. Abraham
was just to believe that the son would come, and God would take care of when
he would come. The so-called delay was actually no delay. It was in line with
God’s timetable—God’'s timing always has a purpose. In Abraham’s waiting,
God’s purpose was to let him learn that when he believed in God’s promise, he
must also let God work out His plan in His time.

| wonder if you are feeling that God is putting you on hold. Somehow, you think
that God has forgotten to deal with you and your situation. Hence, you may be
tempted not to believe because you are tired of waiting.

But whenever you feel that God is putting you on hold, remember this—waiting
time on God is not wasting time. God is not in a rush like many people today.
You keep waiting ... and waiting ... and waiting. You are tempted to give up. But
God has not given up. God will keep what He has promised. We are to keep
believing ... and waiting. Waiting time on God is never wasting time.
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God fulfilled His promise of giving Abraham and Sarah a son. He gave them
Isaac in His own good time. But let’'s understand this promise in its context—this
promise is in the context of the promised seed (the promised Messiah) coming
from the line of Abraham. The promised seed—the promised Messiah—Jesus
Christ—has already come. This promise has been fulfilled in salvation history.
Thus, we cannot apply this promise as universal truth to all couples today
because God has not promised a second seed (a second Messiah) through
another line.

The irony of faith is that we must be prepared to give back to God what we
believe in faith God has promised and given to us. Faith and giving go hand in
hand. Faith is often tested when God calls us to give to Him what we value most.
It is giving that we think we can’t afford to give.

And God so tested Abraham when He asked Abraham to offer to Him as a
sacrifice Isaac, his one and only son (v. 17). But Abraham was ready to obey—
again it was all contrary to the grain of human reasoning, just like when he left
Haran to obey God.

How could it be reasonable for God to have Isaac killed if he was indeed the one
through whom Abraham’s descendants would be counted? But Abraham
reasoned that even if Isaac had died, God would raise him back to life. Abraham
was the first believer of the resurrection power of God!

But God was not interested in a human sacrifice. Rather, He was interested in
Abraham’s heart. That's why v. 17 says that God tested Abraham—God tested
the heart of Abraham. God tested him by asking from him that one and only thing
that he could not, humanly speaking, afford to give. God tested Abraham to see if
he had the faith to give.

And if the church wants to build a life of faith, the call from God is—be prepared
to let go something you value greatly. This immediately demolishes the myth that
God loves me too much to take away what's important to me—*“Lord, let me give
you some time in church. But don’t ask me to let go of my ...” Indeed, when we
are not prepared to let go that of most value to us, we will never see that He can
give us something much better in return. We will never recognize that we can
never out-give God.

Well-known Christian writer, Philip Yancey, once interviewed someone
who had harboured great hopes of competing in the Olympics until a
diving accident left her paralyzed. During the interview, this young lady
said, “You don't realize how incredibly humiliating this is. | can’t go to the
bathroom by myself. | can’t even cry by myself. Somebody has to wipe my
eyes with Kleenex. | can’t get dressed. | can’t face the rest of my life like
this!”
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Years later, this lady helped and inspired millions by her books, talks and
artwork. Yancey met her again and this time she said, “I would have to say
what happened when | dived into Chesapeake Bay and broke my neck
was the greatest thing that ever happened to me. God used that
experience to accomplish so much. The day | once wanted erased from
my life was the day that paved the way to so much good.”

That woman was none other than Joni Erickson Tada.

God took away what she valued most as a sportswoman—nher athletic
ability. But then when she accepted that, she realized that she could never
give up anything that God would not repay many times over.

(Campus Life, March/April 2001, Vol. 59, No.8, Page 38)

If the church wants to move on and build a life of faith, the call from God is—be
prepared to let go something you value greatly. What is that something we value
greatly as a church? It may be a certain church tradition. While many traditions
are still good and relevant, others may have served their time. These are the
ones that we must ask God to help us identify, and to grant us the wisdom to
redefine or even to replace.

What is that something we value greatly as a church? It may be a certain
achievement of the church in the past. We should always be grateful to God for
such an achievement. However, we should never rest on our laurels. Otherwise,
we allow our past to become our master rather than to serve us, no matter how
good our past may have been. The past becomes our master when we allow it to
keep us where we are because we have become too complacent and contented
to move on anymore. We must ever be grateful to God in the things we have
done well, yet always seeking Him to help us keep doing better.

What is that something we value greatly? In an Asian society like Singapore, the
value of “face” is very important. To have “face” is to be able to hold up one’s
head and look good before others. However, a negative side of “face” is the
stubborn refusal to admit one’s wrong or weakness before others.

My late mother had a lady friend (about her age) who was a matriarch in
her family. In her early years, she ran the family with an unbending will.
There was no way others in the family could convince her to change once
she had decided on something or believed that she was right. In fact, she
viewed herself as right enough to have the final say in all family matters.

This of course created much tension between her and her late husband,
and between her and her children. In fact, she even taunted her husband
when he was about to breathe his last on his death bed. She said to the
dying man, “Do you still want to fight with me now? Do you now admit that
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you are wrong?”

On the wedding day of her younger daughter (a Christian), she
vehemently insisted that the bridegroom must walk under the pants of the
bride’s elder brother that were hanging above the doorway. Why? The
reason is because she had “jumped queue” by marrying ahead of her
elder brother. The couple refused. The lady had never forgiven them.

In her later years, she lived alone though she was not in the best of
health—avoided by all her children because they had find it so difficult to
relate to her.

Another Christian daughter of this lady once told me all this. She was
actually asking me to try and reach out to her mother.

So one time, | talked with this lady. | realized that it was very difficult for
her to admit her need for God’s grace and forgiveness. Why? Because of
her stubborn belief that she’s right and others were wrong. Why should
she lose face and confess her need for grace or favour from anyone, even
from God?

For this lady, it is very difficult to begin a new chapter about saving faith
because she cannot close the old chapter about saving face. Without
letting go of the old chapter of past hurts and bringing a closure to it, she
had allowed the past to hinder her from moving forward in life, even in her
twilight years.

Conclusion

What does Hebrews 11, the great chapter of faith in the Bible, have to teach us
today, especially from the life of Abraham?

It teaches us that faith in all circumstances of life is to believe that God is in
control. He is the one who sees and knows all. So, though we can’t see and can't
know it all, we believe that we are not blind people being led by another blind—
because God is all seeing and knowing.

Hence, for God’s people to build up their faith life as a church and as individuals,
we must be prepared to let go what is in order to build up what will be, and be
prepared to let go what we value greatly in order to put God first.

Pray that God help us as we seek in faith to build up His church for His glory,
believing enough to let go some things detrimental or even dear to us. Amen!
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