Nothing But The Best #34

“Faith Wandering”

Hebrews 11:8-10, 13-16

We often refer to it as “the American dream”: owning your own home. Our culture has engrained in us the concept that home ownership is the mark of maturity, responsibility, and accomplishment. There’s just something about that moment when you are handed the keys to your house and greeted with the words, “Welcome home.”

I can’t think of a more unscriptural mindset.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I am not claiming that home ownership is sinful. I am stating that the mindset that comes with home ownership in this society stands in stark contrast to our text for this evening and one of the oft-repeated themes in the Bible.

Turn with me to Hebrews chapter eleven. Tonight we will consider verses eight through ten and verses thirteen and sixteen:

8 By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going. 9 By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. 10 For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God…
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. And they admitted that they were aliens 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.

Abraham’s place in Hebrews 11 is not surprising; if anything, we may be amazed that it has taken so long to get to him (though we can clearly see the author of Hebrews is working his way chronologically). John Phillips notes, “The greatest star in the Hebrew firmament was Abraham, the founding father of the Hebrew race.”
 To a Jewish audience there could be no greater example to use, and more space is devoted to Abraham in this chapter than any other individual. But remember, this was written to Hebrew Christians, and Abraham is elsewhere called “the father of all them that believe” (Romans 4:11). Such believers are called “Abraham’s offspring” and “heirs according to the promise” in Galatians 3:29. Those who exercise the faith of Abraham are considered a member of the true Israel of God (see also Heb. 10:38; Rom. 2:29; 5:1; Gal. 6:15f.; Jn. 3:18, 36).


Abraham demonstrates faith wandering. I realize that word “wandering” does not sound very spiritual to our ears, yet as we will see there is something so profound and practical in Abraham’s faith that we all can—and should—make it a part of our lives.


I agree with Chuck Swindoll when he says,

We have made faith something complicated, something mystical, something ethereal and eerie and spooky and hocus-pocus, and it was never designed to be that way. Faith fits into the fabric of life just like clothes fit on your back and shoes on your feet. For the Christian it is the most wonderful and, I might add, necessary way to live.


Since we have seen in Hebrews 11:6, “Without faith it is impossible to please God,” such faith is a necessity in our Christian lives. Let’s learn three basic principles of Abraham’s faith that ought to mark our own life here on earth.

Abraham Did Not See Where He Was Going


First, Abraham did not see where he was going. Verse eight is very clear: “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.” The words “When called to go” are the translation of a Greek present participle that speaks of action going on at the same time as that of the leading verb, which is “obeyed.” A literal translation could be, “Abraham, while he was being called, obeyed.” It indicates Abraham’s immediate obedience to God’s call.
 When he heard the call, Abraham arose and without hesitation went out from Ur of the Chaldees, thus demonstrating the genuineness of his faith. “Abraham departed the moment he was bidden,” writes Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria.
 As we have seen in this chapter time and time again, true faith is based on the Word of God and leads to obedience.
 His faith and obedience are inseparable. He would not have obeyed the divine call had he not taken God at his word; his obedience was the outward evidence of his inward faith.


And notice that God did not pull out a map of the Fertile Crescent, spread it out before Abraham, and show him the whole journey. He didn’t even give him a GPS! He told Abraham to take the first step; the rest of the steps were revealed as time went on.
 Let’s admit it: That’s not comfortable! We like to know where we’re going and to choose our way. But the way forward can be obscure. To leave the certainties one knows and go out into what is quite unknown—relying on nothing other than the Word of God—is the essence of faith, as the author of Hebrews sees it.


We sing the words of the hymn, “I don’t know about tomorrow, I just live from day to day…” Come on now, how many of us really live like that? We want to see the whole thing laid out before us before we take one little step! Yet that’s not realistic; in fact, I have learned it can be hazardous to try to see farther down the road.

That lesson was impressed upon me while in college. While driving one night, the road ahead dipped down and was covered by fog. Instinctively I hit my high beams, to see further ahead, but in fact the brighter light reflected off the fog and temporarily blinded me. I turned the high beams off as quickly as I had turned them on!

Even then I knew there was a life lesson in that experience. We need to resist the temptation to look beyond the next step. This past week I found a poem written by Helen Annis Casterline reflecting this thought:

I go on not knowing— 
I would not if I might, 
I’d rather walk in the dark with God 
Than walk alone in the light; 
I’d rather walk by faith with Him 
Than to walk alone by sight.

Frankly, I think that if we were given a glimpse of the road ahead of us, maybe five or ten years down the road, we’d probably have a heart attack on the spot! We cannot comprehend and assimilate that much knowledge at one time; we need to spread it out over time, day by day, moment by moment. 

Furthermore, Abraham did not waste time and energy trying to figure out or to manipulate his future. The word “know” in verse 8 (even though he did not know where he was going) is not the translation of ginosko or oida, the usual Greek terms for “know,” but of epistomai, meaning literally, “to put one’s attention on, to fix one’s thoughts on.” Abraham’s faith was so great, that he was not particularly concerned as to what the nature of the country was. His faith displaced all worry as to his future in that country. He did not trouble himself to think upon the matter.
 We might say, “He didn’t give his future a second thought.” He didn’t worry about it! 

What’s the opposite of faith? I suppose you could say “doubt” or “disbelief,” but how about “worry”? The life of faith is to be marked by the absence of worry. The Bible is filled with commands to “Fear not!” What are we worried about when we trust in God? If we are worrying, are we really trusting in God?

And so Abraham set out in faith, his destination unrevealed, but he also set out in hope, firmly grasping the promise of an inheritance.
 He did not see where he was going, but he went anyway.
Abraham Did Not Settle Where He Was Going

Secondly, Abraham did not settle where he was going. Verse nine continues, “By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.”
Most of us are familiar with the story of Abraham, at least the basic components of it. Abraham was called by God out of Ur of the Chaldees and into the land later known as Canaan, which God promised to him. In fact, this became known as “the Promised Land” (or, more literally, “the land of the promise”), though the phrase only appears here in the Bible.
 We know that Abraham obeyed, he left the familiarity and comfort of his homeland, and set off for the land God promised to give him. We may also know that Abraham became quite wealthy in the land of Canaan with his flocks and herds.

What we may not realize about Abraham is that he never settled in that land. Our text describes his life as “like a stranger in a foreign country.” The King James Version uses the word “sojourned.” The Greek term paroikeo speaks of a foreigner dwelling in a state without rights of citizenship.
 We might think today of a migrant worker opposed to a permanent inhabitant.
 Abraham never built a home, never bought land (except for a burial plot when his wife Sarah died), never settled down to enjoy his promised land. 

Abraham and his descendents acknowledged and even embraced this mindset. Abraham said to the Hittites in Genesis 23:4, “I am an alien and a stranger among you.” Jacob twice referred to his life as a “pilgrimage” when speaking to the Pharaoh in Genesis 47:9. Centuries later David said in Psalms 39:12, “For I dwell with you as an alien, a stranger, as all my fathers were.”
 They could say, in the words of the old spiritual, “This world is not my home, I’m only passin’ through.”
This is why I said at the beginning of this message that the mindset that often accompanies home ownership in our culture cuts against the grain of Scripture. The New Testament picks up on this concept. Peter addresses his readers as “aliens and strangers in the world” in 1 Peter 2:11, while Paul states in Philippians 3:20 that “our citizenship is in heaven.” Of course, these are echoes of Jesus’ words in Matthew 6:19-21,

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 


Abraham realized his place on earth. He settled in a place where he did not intend to live permanently—like a “camper” or a “tourist” who looks forward to home. An alien believes so strongly in his other home that he is homesick for heaven. He has the mindset of a child who has been away from home too long.
 He has, in the words of Oswald Chambers, “a continual un-at-home-ness in this world.”

Abraham Was Not Satisfied Where He Was Going

Finally, Abraham was not satisfied where he was going. If not settling in the land was Abraham’s action, not being satisfied was his attitude. Verse ten records, “For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.” The words “architect” and “builder” attributed to God are found only here in the New Testament. The first, technitēs, means a craftsman or designer. As applied to a city, it may mean an architect or point to what we would call a “city planner.” The thought is that the city is entirely designed by God. The second word, dēmiourgos, points rather to one who does the actual work. God built the city as well as designed it. The thought of this verse shows clearly that more than Canaan was in Abraham’s mind when he went out in faith. These words cannot be limited to an earthly place. God is not the “architect and builder” of Canaan any more than he is of any other land.

At this point the author of Hebrews makes an application in verses 13-16
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. And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth. People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return. 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.
These verses shout, “This is for you!” An arrow jumps off the page and points into my home and your home, into my heart and your heart. There’s nothing superhuman about Abraham and Sarah; they were common, ordinary folks who trusted God.
 Nor is this just about Abraham or even his immediate descendents; God’s people through the ages have been encouraged to regard themselves as pilgrims and when they do they develop a unique approach to life.

In order to keep us from becoming too attached to earth, God allows us to feel a significant amount of discontent and dissatisfaction in life—longings that will never be fulfilled on this side of eternity. We’re not completely happy here because we’re not supposed to be! Earth is not our final home; we were created for something much better. 

This does not mean that we will never be happy. We will have happy moments here, but nothing compared with what God has planned for us. The Bible is clear: “Friends, this world is not your home, so don’t make yourselves cozy in it” (1 Pet. 2:11, The Message). God warns us to not get too attached to what’s around us because it is temporary.
 We read in 1 John 2:15 and 17, “Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him… The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever.” Abraham lived the truth of these words.

Swindoll challenges us,

This fits the lifestyle of a person who decides he’s no longer going to walk by sight; he’s no longer going to hang on to stuff that he can put into his garage and watch the dust collect. This is a life that is filled with shallow tent pegs, a life that is marked by obedience to God and a simplicity in following what God says.

What about us? How much “at home” are we in this world? Again, I’m not saying it is sinful to own a home or nice things…but do those things own us? 

We often talk about “walking by faith.” Abraham provides us a portrait of faith wandering…not seeing where he was going, not settling where he was going, and not even being satisfied with where he was going. I’m sure we’ve all heard the saying that life isn’t so much about the destination as it is the journey. Our destination is not on this earth—it is in heaven—so for the Christian our life is all about the journey. Don’t get too comfortable anywhere on earth; allow the Lord to lead you day by day, moment by moment. 

And enjoy the ride!
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