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“Faith Is A Verb”

Hebrews 11:1-2

A number of years ago the Christian group DC Talk recorded a song entitled “Luv is a Verb,” based on 1 John 3:18, “Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” A simple glance at the dictionary definition of the word “love” shows that love is not a thing that we have but rather and action that we do.

In Hebrews chapter eleven, we discover the same thing about faith.

Faith is a verb.

True, we sometimes speak of “the faith” as the content of what we believe (as in Jude 3). Yet faith is not so much a possession as it is a performance. I am inclined to agree with Warren Wiersbe who writes, “The unsaved world does not understand true Bible faith, probably because it sees so little faith in action in the church today.”
 Add to that the many false teachings regarding faith popular today and there is little wonder why confusion exists about faith—by believers and unbelievers alike.

Tonight we begin a study in Hebrews 11, what Chuck Swindoll calls, “God’s Reader’s Digest of the Old Testament.”
 In the weeks to come we will examine each of the dozen Old Testament illustrations of faith found here, in addition to another half-dozen names mentioned in passing near the end of the chapter. But we begin tonight by considering the nature of faith itself in what appears to be the closest thing we have to a biblical definition of faith in Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”
The Ultimate Observation on Faith 

This verse is what I am calling the ultimate observation on faith. The chapter begins with some general observations on the nature of faith. They do not constitute a formal definition; rather, the writer is calling attention to some significant features of faith. Then he proceeds to show how faith works out in practice.
 In particular this observation on faith is placed within the perspective of hope, which focuses on future promises of God yet to be fulfilled.
 While the author of Hebrews provides a number of examples of such, faith is a present and continuing reality. It is not simply a virtue sometimes practiced in ancient times. Faith is a living thing, a way of life the author wishes to see continued in the practice of his readers.

Faith is not what the cynical editor H. L. Mencken defined as “illogical belief in the occurrence of the impossible.”
 Nor is faith a matter of wishing. It is rather a matter of knowing and choosing. It is not something we feel like doing; it is something we choose to do based on what we believe is true.
Faith is the operating principle of life. Everybody lives by faith. You drive your car by faith, believing that your car will run, that the road is safe, that the traffic signs are right, that the lights at the intersection are performing up to standard and that other people will basically obey the traffic laws. You eat by faith, believing that the canned food and packaged meat is safe. By eating the product you are showing great faith in the rancher and food processor.
 We believe in electricity, even though we cannot see it nor could we probably explain how it works. Every one of you today is exercising faith in the chair on which you are sitting. You have rested all of your weight on that chair, expecting it to hold you up. If the chair did not appear trustworthy, you might sit on it gingerly, with your feet firmly under you in case it gave way, or else you would not sit on it at all. You would not have faith in that chair.

The Bible speaks of faith in much the same way. Consider The Amplified Bible’s rendition of Galatians 2:20, “by faith in (by adherence to and reliance on and complete trust in).” That’s faith: adherence to, reliance on, and complete trust in. The English terms “trust,” “believe,” and “faith” all derive from the same Greek word: pistis.

See, when it comes to biblical faith, we are not speaking of blind optimism or a manufactured “hope-so” feeling. Neither is faith an intellectual assent to a doctrine. Nor is it believing in spite of evidence, as Mencken suggested! That would be superstition. True Bible faith is confident obedience to God’s Word in spite of circumstances and consequences.
 As one study Bible puts it,

Faith is [not] a blind leap in the dark. Rather, faith is a confident commitment to One about whom abundant evidence bears ample testimony. Faith is a leap—a leap forward into light and comprehension.

This faith operates quite simply. God speaks and we hear His Word. We trust His Word and act on it no matter what the circumstances are or what the consequences may be. The circumstances may be impossible, and the consequences frightening and unknown; but we obey God’s Word just the same and believe Him to do what is right and what is best.

When it comes to the future, faith is the conviction that God will do what He has promised to do.
 I like how John MacArthur phrases it: “Faith transports God’s promises into the present tense.”
 We live now in light of what God will do later.

Hebrews 11:1 states, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” What do these two phrases mean?

First, “being sure of what we hope for” comes from the Greek word hypostasis, which literally means “to stand under” or “support.” Faith is the basis, the substructure of all that the Christian life means, all that the Christian hopes for.
 Faith is to a Christian what a foundation is to a house, giving confidence and assurance that he will stand.

Second, “certain of what we do not see,” rendered “evidence” in the kjv, means “conviction,” the inward conviction that what God has promised, He will perform.
 Though the blessings promised are not yet revealed, the man of faith is convinced of their reality.

Faith does not refer merely to intellectual acceptance of something being true. That is, to believe that Jesus lived is not the same thing as having faith in Him. The apostle James wrote in James 2:19, “You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder.” So merely believing something to be true, accepting intellectually the facts about Jesus, is not the same as exercising biblical faith. Biblical faith is exercised when, after accepting something intellectually as true, we then act accordingly. We commit ourselves to the truth.

The Ultimate Object of Faith

We may well conclude that the guiding principle of the Christian life is faith. This is not simply a psychological factor, however. To some people faith means believing that you can do a job better than you have done it in the past, or believing that a loved one will rise from his bed of sickness. There may be real value in such “positive thinking,” but this is not the meaning of faith. 

Others take it even further. In his pamphlet How to Have Faith in Your Faith, Ken​neth Hagin argues that “faith” is a synonym for “positive think​ing” or “positive confession” or “positive mental attitude.” He claims that the act of believing is more important than the object of be​lief. Thus, the power lies not in the One believed, but in the one believing. Faith is seen not as a matter of believ​ing in God but a matter of believing for things.
 “Faith is a power force,” says Hagin’s disciple, Kenneth Copeland. “The force of faith is released through words.”
 But faith in one’s faith is nothing more or less than idolatry—self-worship, making ourselves to be God.

Furthermore, faith is not telling God what He will do. That is presumption. Many Christians grow disillusioned because God does not conform to their wills. Faith takes God at His word; faith does not insist that He conform to our ideas.

The ultimate object of faith is God Himself. Faith is only as good as its object, and the object of our faith is God. Faith is not some “feeling” that we manufacture. It is our total response to what God has revealed in His Word.
 In the final analysis, the primary issue isn’t how much we believe; it is what or whom we believe in that counts. The only difference between non-Christian faith and Christian faith is the object of our faith.
 When Jesus taught in Matthew 17:20, “I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’ and it will move,” I don’t believe Jesus’ point was that we need a great amount of faith; a mere mustard-seed-sized faith will move mountains! We don’t need to be great men and women of faith, nor do we need to be men and women of great faith; we need to be men and women of faith in a great God! The object of our faith is what matters!
The Ultimate Outcome of Faith

We discover the ultimate outcome of faith in Hebrews 11:2, “This is what the ancients were commended for.” This is probably the most ignored verse in Hebrews 11, yet it sets the stage for the rest of the chapter.

“The ancients” comes from the Greek word for “elders,” though in this verse it refers to people who lived in ancient times, much like “our forefathers” in Hebrews 1:1. Because of their faith, these men and women “were commended” or “obtained a good report.” Literally this means their faith gave testimony on their behalf, like a witness in a court case corroborating their claim. As this chapter unfolds, the writer will go on to bring out some of that testimony and link the heroes of old specifically with faith.

This “commendation” is nothing less than the salvation of their souls. Just three verses prior to this (remember that chapter divisions were inserted later) we read the landmark verse from Habakkuk 2:4, “The righteous will live by faith.” Some Christians may be surprised by this, but God has never saved man by works, but always by faith! Paul makes this clear in Romans 4:2-3, “If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. What does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.’” Paul was not promoting some new idea; he was quoting Genesis 15:6!

“The righteous will live by his faith” is not a truth about the New Covenant alone. As the remainder Hebrews 11 makes clear, the instrument of God’s salvation has been faith, not works. 

Habakkuk 2:4 forms a bridge from Hebrews 10 and its great theme of justification by faith. The saints named in chapter 11 are examples of people who were justified by faith and who lived by faith. Faith is both the way to life and the way to live. Faith is the only way; without it no one can please God, as verse six points out.

Before we close out this thought, though, I want to present one more thought. I realize it might be considered cheating to sneak a peek at the end of the chapter (like you’ve never peeked at the end of a book before you got there!), but I want to read the concluding verses of this great chapter.

Beginning with Hebrews 11:32-35,

And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. Women received back their dead, raised to life again… 

Most preachers would stop there, celebrating the triumphs of faith, maybe ending the service with a rousing rendition of “Faith Is The Victory.” After all, who doesn’t love to hear the success stories of faith?

But there’s more. Keep reading the rest of verse 35 through verse 38:

Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground. 

What? Where’s the triumph? Where’s the success? We don’t want to hear about that! I thought the life of faith is the life of victory! What’s this all about?

The answer to that is found in the final two verses:

These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. 

The reason their stories don’t sound triumphant is that God doesn’t recognize victories only in this life! They were men and women of genuine faith. Their faith consisted simply in taking God at his word and directing their lives accordingly.
 They knew their stories did not end with their deaths; in fact, they were only beginning.

When will we finally get it through our thick heads (or hearts) that this world, this life, is not all there is? Most of us will spend less than a century on this earth, but we will spend eternity with God in glory! Yet we get so caught up in the worries of this world, grasping life so tightly yet seeing it slip through our fingers like sand. 

Allow me to conclude with a more contemporary example of faith, one not found in the pages of Scripture.

George Müller knew a lot about faith—the best way anyone can know anything: He lived by it. His early life was one of gross wickedness. By the time he was twenty, the age he became a Christian, he had already done time in jail. But then his interests and attitude radically changed. 
After Müller spent years training for the ministry, he went to England to do missionary work among Jewish people. When he and his wife moved to the British seaport of Bristol in 1832, they were horrified to see masses of homeless orphans living and dying in squalid, narrow streets, and foraging for food in garbage heaps. 

The Müllers, with an unshakable belief in the Bible, were convinced that if Christians took Scripture seriously, there were no limits to what they could achieve for God. They set out to feed, clothe, and educate destitute orphan children. At the end of their lifetimes, the homes they established cared for more than 10,000 orphans. Unlike many today who say they “live by faith,” the Müllers never told anyone but God of their need for funds. He always abundantly provided through their thankful prayers and humble waiting on Him. 

George Müller said, “Where faith begins, anxiety ends; where anxiety begins, faith ends.” Because of his exemplary life, we can believe he knew what he was talking about.
 He was also quoted as saying. “Difficulties are food for faith to feed on.”
 

Faith is not a force we use to get what we want. 

Faith is not a thing.

Faith is a verb.

Let’s go out and just do it.
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