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You have to want faith to have faith.
Hebrews 11:1-19
July 17, 2022
Losing ground
Faith is losing ground in our world. In a Gallup poll released last month, 81% of
Americans believe in God, down 6% from only five years ago. Even the 81% don’t
necessarily believe in or follow Jesus, but a growing number say they don’t have any
faith at all. Why do you think that is?
Busyness. There’s just too much going on to think too much about faith. God
and church used to be the hub around which life revolved. Whether it’s more stuff we
have to do or more options for our discretionary time – who has time for God?
Tragedy. Mass shootings and other kinds of tragedies also undermine faith.
Where is God in all of this? Prayer doesn’t seem to make a difference. Another flood,
another economic downturn, another tragedy. Why believe?
Comfort. On the other end of that same spectrum, for many of us life is too
easy. People tend to turn to God when there’s nowhere else to turn. If the bills are
being paid and my family’s together and healthy, why do I need God?
Alternatives. Precisely because there are more people who don’t believe, or
believe something different, and because the number of Christians and church goers are
declining, maybe science is all we need if we need anything at all.
How’s your faith? Is it going up? Down? About the same? I struggle with my
own faith sometimes. If seeing is believing, it’s harder to believe when you can’t see
results. If you’re struggling or you know someone who is, you’ve come on the right
Sunday. Hebrews 11 was written to help.
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Barney and his peeps
We don’t know for certain who wrote Hebrews or whether it was originally a
letter or a sermon. I like the “sermon” theory, and among the options of who wrote
Hebrews my favorite is Barnabas, a first century traveling companion of the Apostle
Paul. I call him Barney, because I want to call him something and it was my
grandfather’s name. Grandpa Thompson was a missionary to India for fifty years.
Barney is writing to people whose faith is at risk, maybe for some of the reasons
ours might be at risk. They had been born into the Jewish faith and had come to believe
in Jesus, but becoming Christians had threatened their faith. Jewish communities were
isolated and sheltered, but Christians believe we should interact with the world around
us. Not many people in their world believed in the God of the Bible. They believed in
many gods – good and bad ones, often in conflict. Maybe it would be simpler just to
retreat to Moses and the law than trying to sort out all these alternatives.
Barney sets up this famous chapter on faith in the previous chapter. He says,
“since we have confidence to enter into the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus…let
us draw near to God with a sincere heart and with full assurance that faith brings”
(10:22, emphasis added).
Barney continues with his strongest warnings of the sermon. He speaks of “a
fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of
God” (10:27) – you certainly don’t want to be in that crowd. “It is a dreadful thing to fall
into the hands of the living God” (31), he adds.
At heart he’s still an encourager. “Your confidence,” he says, “will be richly
rewarded.” He closes the chapter by saying, “We do not belong to those who shrink
back and are destroyed, but to those who have faith and are saved” (39). In other
words, I’m warning you against taking faith lightly, but my real purpose is to bolster your
faith if you’re feeling it slip away. So how does he do that?
Faith of the ancients
He starts with a definition of faith. There are lots of definitions of faith, lots of
ways to think about faith, even in the Bible. Most commonly, faith for the Christian is
about trusting in Jesus – who he is and what he did. Most of Hebrews is about that kind
of faith. We’ve been there for weeks – Jesus is better! – and we’ll come right back to
faith in Jesus next Sunday in Hebrews 12. But “Christ” is mentioned only once in
chapter 11. Barney is backing up a little and asking about faith in a broader sense. Why
believe in anything at all when I can’t see?
Barney says that’s the whole point about faith. “Now faith is confidence in what
we hope for and assurance about what we do not see” (1). If you think seeing is
believing, you’re missing the point.
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“This is what the ancients were commended for” (2), he continues. We’ll come
back to “the ancients” in a moment, but for now – remember, he’s talking to people
who may be new to faith in Jesus but they grew up knowing the Old Testament well.
Before he goes there, he makes a very critical point. You already believe in the
invisible. “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so
that what is seen was not made out of what was visible” (3).
The word for “universe” is literally “eons” – “ages” or “worlds.” It’s a reference
to both time and space. When there was nothing, God commanded, and we see what
he made. We “understand” this, Barney says, because we’re capable of thinking, of
reasoning. We’ll come back to that point.
Barney says, “When you look at the created world, it points to a personal and
eternal God.” There are only one other alternative – that no one’s behind in it and no
one’s in charge of it. In that view, it’s all a random explosion of atoms bouncing around
space without intentional meaning or purpose. But if it was a big bang, who made the
stuff that banged?
He then launches into his list of ancients. It’s not a comprehensive list but a
chronological review of the Old Testament. The whole point is that none of these
people could see what you see, but they still believed.
By faith, Abel brought a better offering. You think you don’t have enough to go
on? How much could Abel see? His parents had been expelled from Paradise, and his
big brother hated him so much that he later killed him. God still “spoke well of his
offerings,” and his faith still speaks to us.
By faith, Enoch did not experience death. We don’t know the details, but we
know he “pleased God” so much that he went straight into the next world. Maybe your
faith isn’t that great, but without faith you can’t please God. Without God there’s no
basis for morality, no need to be good. Enoch understood that long before Moses,
Jesus, or Paul laid out biblical morality.
By faith, Noah built an ark to save his family. How much could he “see” when he
was standing alone building an ark on dry ground?
By faith, Abraham obeyed God and went without a GPS or even a map. He
couldn’t see where he was going. He didn’t have to. He was looking for a better
country.
By faith, Abraham fathered a child with Sarah, long past childbearing age. That
took a lot of faith for both of them. “Honey, I know you’re 89 and I’m 99, but we have
to try again. This is about God’s faithfulness.”
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Then, fourteen years later, Abraham said to that boy, “Isaac, son, we’re headed
up that mountain to sacrifice to God.” By faith. He had enough faith to believe that the
same God who promised the boy would raise him from the dead.
Barney continues through the chapter. By faith Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Joshua,
Rahab, and a host of others whose stories he doesn’t have time to tell. What they have
in common is not their consistent character. Some were exemplary; others ranged from
Jacob the deceiver to Rahab the harlot. What they have in common was living “by
faith.” None of them would have agreed that seeing is believing.
So that’s what Barney says in Hebrews 11. Now let’s come back to us. In a world
where faith is fading, where we ourselves sometimes struggle with why we believe, how
do we hold on to our confidence and regain our assurance?
One of the reasons this chapter is memorable is anaphora. It’s a literary device
where you start each sentence with the same word or phrase. Like, “Give me liberty or
give me death.” “Go big or go home.” “Monkey see, monkey do.” Barney’s anaphora is
“By faith.” Let me try Barney’s method to make this memorable. Here’s my anaphora.
Open your eyes, open your mind, and open your heart.
Open your eyes
I know something about having your eyes open. Mine were opened wider
surgically almost a month ago. People ask me, “Can you see better?” I answer, “I can,
but I don’t think about it until someone asks.” I’ve already forgotten that my vision was
so limited. We take for granted what we can see. You see much more than you realize.
When our faith begins to wane, we need to open our eyes, or at least remind
ourselves how much more we can see. Barney starts at the beginning, with Abel and
Enoch and Noah and Abraham. They believed, and they couldn’t see much at all. Think
about all the first century followers of Jesus, as well as the faithful believers between
their time and ours. We stand on the shoulders of their faith, and we have so many
more opportunities and privileges than they had. Sometimes I just have to remember
all those who lived by faith before I ever did. They risked everything, suffered much,
prayed hard, stayed faithful – by faith.
Then there’s how much more we can see in creation than they could. I’m sure
many of you have seen stories this week about the first images from the James Webb
Space Telescope. It was launched Christmas Day, and now orbits the earth at a distance
3,000 times farther away from us than the Hubble telescope.
Linda and I watched a PBS documentary about the development and deployment
of the JWST the other day. Its success is a spectacular scientific achievement. There
were 344 single points of potential failure, any of which would have made the mission a
failure. The JWST would be beyond the reach of a rescue or repair mission like the
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mission that had repaired Hubble. But to call the telescope a “miracle” would downplay
the meaning of the word miracle. What JWST does is to open our eyes to the miracle,
the vastness of a universe Barney could not possibly imagine. But Barney is exactly
right. The universe itself reminds us that Somebody had to bring this to be.
Open your mind
The one preacher who makes me want to just play the audio of his sermon
instead of preaching one of my own is Tim Keller. He’s now retired, due to his battle
with cancer, but I listened to one of his sermons on Hebrews 11 this week. He points
out the phrase in verse 3, “By faith we understand.” Our world thinks reason
undermines faith or even destroys it. We’ve been presented a false dichotomy between
thinking and faith. No, as Keller says, “You cannot be a Christian without using your
brain. The reason there is not much faith today is because there’s not much thinking
today.”
When your faith begins to waver, do more thinking, not less. Do more
investigating, not less. Use more logic, not less. It takes far more faith to reject God
than to believe in him. It’s not just the existence of a whole universe of countless
galaxies that the newest telescope enables us to see. Or the intricacies of a single living
cell, although that’s powerful proof of God as well.
Thinking itself is evidence of God. The fact that people argue about whether
God exists may be the best reason of all to believe in God. Even if somehow life could
spontaneously generate and then evolve into higher forms and even a human form,
how could randomly bouncing molecules ever get to the point where they’re thinking
about what’s right and wrong, feeling love or hate, admiring beauty, knowing and being
known?
Open your heart
Barney is more of a heart guy than a head guy. Remember, Barnabas means
“son of encouragement.” He knows his congregation is struggling. He knows they feel
pulled. He knows they sometimes wonder if faith is worth the risk. He knows they have
unanswered prayers. As he winds up this sermon, he’s got two more chapters where his
main point is to encourage his people.
That’s the main point of Hebrews 11. These great heroes of faith were just like
you. If you know their stories, you know that they are not only defined by their faith.
They were also defined by their struggle and their failure. When you dig deeper into
Noah or Abraham or Jacob, you realize that their faith was not always solid. But they
kept coming back to God’s promise, to God’s faithfulness.
I am encouraged by people like you – real people whose names and faces and
stories I know. I heard from two of them this week whose stories in particular moved
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me. The struggles they’re facing different than each other and probably different than
yours. But they’ve found ways to hold on to Jesus and to keep coming back to the body.
They keep coming back because they realize the alternative to Jesus when life beats you
down is despair.
Barney’s already said a lot about Jesus, and he’s going to say more. In this
chapter it’s really more basic. It’s about what faith is and why we can hold on to
believing without seeing. For me, the why is a matter of the heart.
You do have to want faith to have faith. You have to be open to faith to have
faith. If you think believing in God and turning your life over to him will require too
much of you, you’re missing the point. It will – it will require everything of you – but
resisting that is like saying you’re not going to have children because they’ll require too
much of you. They do, but what you receive is far greater.
The essence of an open heart is that it’s not forced. You take the risk of opening
your heart to the God who made you and loves you and wants you.
Perhaps St. Augustine said it best in the fourth century: “Faith is to believe what
you do not see. The reward of this faith is to see what you believe.” Amen.
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