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STANDING BUT NOT STAYING 

Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson went on a camping trip. After a good meal, they lay down 
for the night, and went to sleep. Some hours later, Holmes awoke and nudged his faithful 
friend, “Watson, look up at the sky and tell me what you see.” Watson replied, “I see millions 
and millions of stars.” “What does that tell you?” Holmes asked. 

Watson pondered for a minute. “Astronomically, it tells me that there are millions of galaxies 
and potentially billions of planets. Astrologically, I observe that Saturn is in Leo. Theologically, 
I can see that God is all-powerful and that we are small and insignificant. Meteorologically, I 
suspect that we will have a beautiful day tomorrow. What does it tell you?” Holmes was silent 
for a minute, then spoke, “Someone has stolen our tent!”1 

I sometimes wonder while Abraham was traveling to the land that God was to show him if he 
ever lay outside his tent at night and looked up at the millions of stars and tried to imagine 
each one of them representing one of his descendants.  It would be a long pursuit but that 
was the promise God had made when He took Abraham outside one night and told him to 
look at the stars in the sky.  His descendants would be like those stars, innumerable. 

The author of Hebrews is more concerned with what faith does than with what faith is.  Faith 
is something intensely practical.  It is not sentiment or mere speculation.  It is always 
expressed in life.  Faith accepts what God has revealed and then acts, with the absolute 
confidence that the revelation is true.  Faith is chiefly concerned with the future.  It rests on 
the promises of God and confidently awaits blessings which is to come.  Yet it is related also 
to unseen realities whether of the future, the present, or the past. 2  

Abraham was not the first to be called by God, nor was he the last, but he is the prime example 
of what faith in God looks like.  Because Abraham was able to trust God at His word, God 
counted him as righteous. It’s encouraging to read Abraham’s story because while it differs in 
scale from our own, the principle is still the same.  There is an encounter with God and then 
faith happens because change happens.  

The other day in our Bible discussion group my sister mentioned what faith it must have taken 
for me to pack up my belongings and my daughter and head to seminary halfway across the 
country.  What she didn’t know at that time was the experience I had the first time I visited 
the seminary in February of that year.  Now, some of you may have heard this story, so just 
bear with me. 

The pastor I was serving with at the time had graduated from that seminary and so he and his 
wife and I drove to Kentucky to visit the campus.  The day we arrived we drove out to a very 
rustic bed and breakfast back in the woods.  It was late at night, I was tired, the sky was black 
and the drive to this B&B felt like a descent into Dante’s inferno.  At one point we drove over 
wooden boards barely covering a stream; the rest of the road was rough and unpaved.  

                                                           
1 www.mikeysFunnies.com 
2 Erdman, Charles R., The Epistle to the Hebrews, an Exposition, pg. 106-107 
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When we left the next morning I could see the beautiful surroundings of the farmland around 
us.  The historic buildings on the site were impressive, and even that dirt bridge was quaint in 
the daylight.  Arriving on campus I discovered a sign in the door of the administrative building 
welcoming me to Asbury.  Not such a big deal I later learned, as they do that for all visitors. As 
it turned out this was the first day of the spring semester, and as students and faculty 
gathered in the chapel I sat where the campus guide indicated. 

A professor of worship was leading the singing and after we sang he said he understood there 
was a visitor from North Dakota present.  He asked where I was from, told me where he had 
grown up in the state, and then we proceeded to have about a five-minute private 
conversation, being the only two from North Dakota in the entire chapel.  Everywhere I went 
that week I was known as “the girl from North Dakota.”   

As the president of the seminary began to speak that day, I felt a sense of trepidation and 
anxiety, wondering how I would keep up with the academic level of this place.  I can’t tell you 
the topic of his sermon, but one thing he said has stuck with me for over 17 years. He said, “If 
you are here today, it is because you were called to be here.”  Never one to argue with 
authority, well, not until much later in life anyway, I returned to North Dakota with the 
certainty that I had been called to go to Asbury even if it meant sacrifice and separation from 
those I loved. 

Looking at the familiar words of Hebrews 11:1 I would say that they look exactly like every call 
from God should look.  But they are not meant for a select few who enter full-time ministry, 
they define faith for all of us.   “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 
things not seen.” It sounds almost like a riddle, but it is no mystery.  Faith is both assurance 
and conviction, a promise, a contract entered into with God.  

Abraham, who never saw these words inscribed in a Bible in his earthly life, would say that the 
definition was right on the mark.  All Abraham and Sarah had to go on was assurance and 
conviction, because they waited a long time for the promise of God to come to pass.  The 
promise of many descendants would be hard to believe when one was elderly and barren, and 
yet that son was born. Abraham was promised a homeland, yet he lived only a tent for the 
rest of his life until he was buried.  Still by faith he went, not knowing where he was going.  

In the words of one man, “Living a life of faith means never knowing where you are being led.  
But it does mean loving and knowing the One who is leading.  It is literally a life of faith, not 
of understanding and reason – a life of knowing Him who calls us to go. Faith is rooted in the 
knowledge of a Person, and one of the biggest traps we fall into is the belief that if we have 
faith, God will surely lead us to success in the world.”3 

By means of explanation, the author of Hebrews used those of the past who lived by faith, a 
faith in something they couldn’t yet see, but in which they believed.  People such as Moses, 
Noah, and Abraham point to something beyond ourselves.  We think of them as heroes of the 
story of God’s people, but the life of faith has no celebrities.  All of us share one important 

                                                           
3 Chambers, Oswald, My Utmost for His Highest, March 19 entry 
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truth; we are human and therefore we are in need of God.  None of these persons who obeyed 
God did so because it was easy.  They did it because they believed in what they were promised.   

What makes faith so different from other means of trust in our lives is that it is a belief in the 
future lived out in the present.   By using the faith of those in the past the author shows us 
how we all can borrow from the faith of each other.  When our story is written perhaps those 
who write it will remark on how our faith inspired them.  The caution we need is of course to 
avoid viewing faith as a talisman, a protection against calamity, or an insurance policy. 

As humans we employ wishful thinking to our lives, or we tend toward optimism, well some 
of us, anyway.  We plaster a great big smile on our faces and try to avoid noticing that the 
world has not been healed while we were sleeping and we go about our day until we can 
retreat again to the safety of our homes.  Because hope is a product of faith, hope is founded 
on God.  Faith grounds us in God; hope opens us to God’s future. 

I remember a scene from one of my favorite and little known Robin Williams films called 
Awakenings.  Based on a true story of a doctor working in a home for the severely impaired, it 
demonstrates what happens when faith meets science.  Trying to get into the minds of his 
unresponsive patients, the doctor throws a ball to a woman in a wheelchair, and almost 
instinctively her arm goes up and catches the ball. 

Reporting his findings to his superiors, the doctor explains her ability to catch while seemingly 
catatonic was that she “borrowed the will of the ball.”  The others scoff, of course, but it was 
the beginning of seeing that change is possible.  We do not depend on the strength of our 
own spirit, but rather we have hope because God is faithful.  We can borrow the will of our 
spiritual brothers and sisters, past and present.   

It is so tempting to use this passage to speak to our current state of disharmony, unrest and 
disunity.  The election is, after all, only four months away, and like those who died without 
seeing God’s promises fulfilled, we seek a better country.  I believe that’s why most of us care 
about issues and vote accordingly, but believe me when I tell you, this country is not the better 
country the book of Hebrews is referring to. 

Nor is it Russia or Ireland or India or Brazil.  The better country is bigger than borders.  We 
should not be tempted to think God will one day come and wave a magic wand and Poof! – 
the whole world will be gone and He’ll start over from scratch.  Why should He start over?  
What He created He deemed very good in the first place. 

No, the better country belongs to the whole world.  The new heaven and the new earth will 
be brought together in one place and when God does that, then we will be in the better 
country.  That doesn’t mean we can’t begin to make the world a better country right now. 
Why should God have to do all the work?  Our faith in God provides the catalyst for wanting 
His will to be done. 

There are two dimensions to faith; standing fast and moving forward.  If that sounds illogical, 
just consider how Abraham obeyed God.  He stood fast within the promises of a faithful God, 
but he continued moving forward until God told him to stop.  If we neglect to move forward, 
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even spiritually if not physically, then we only have one of the dimensions of faith working in 
our lives.  Not all of us are called to actually move, but we are all called to change, in some 
way, maybe unseen by anyone but God, but still we are transformed. 

If you know anything about the story of Abraham and Sarah, you know that their actions were 
not always wise, nor were they trusting and faithful.  They jumped the gun, they took steps 
where God had not advised them, and they tried to hurry along the promises of God.  But here 
they are, in a chapter of the Bible in which we read about the great faith of those of the past.  
Something was admirable about them, something was worth preserving.   

The same is true of Moses, who certainly had his flaws, and Noah, and Jacob and all those 
named here in this chapter.  I don’t recall reading anything about a person in the story of God 
having an exemplary life or having such perfection they never once faltered.  Only Jesus was 
without sin, and even He had his difficult moments, but His faith led Him to a cross because 
He alone could see the better country, the city of God to which He would return. 

All the rest died in faith, not living to see the fulfillment of those promises which led them 
from what they knew to what they did not.  The words of verse 13 have always made me 
curious as to how it felt to never experience the fulfillment of the promises, but to see them 
and greet them from afar.  How frustrating it is when we come within reach of our goal and 
then have it pulled away from us.  

Surely then, our goal, our objective needs to be connected to God’s promises to us, and not 
only to us, but to all who believe in Him.  We have individual goals and individual promises 
from God, uniquely ours and designed for no one else in the world.  Those are what make up 
our lives of obedience, faith, and hope as we wait for the better country God will make known 
to us.  Until then, stand fast and move forward.  We are not just biding our time until Christ 
returns.  We are bringing about the descent and the arrival of heaven to complete what was 
begun so long ago.  

 

 

 


