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Today’s lesson begins the first of four weeks in August that are devoted to a 

sequential reading of the last three chapters of the Epistle to Hebrews. Right before 

this morning’s praise for faith begins, the author of Hebrews notes that despite facing 

many challenges, his listeners have endured well; they have not turned away from 

God but have been faithful. If they are going to continue in this state, it would benefit 

them to know exactly what faith is. 

 Thus, we are told that faith “is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction 

of things not seen.” First, faith provides “assurance,” holding fast, the peg on which 

we hang our hopes. Because of faith, our hope is not just flimsy dreaming; it has 

substance and reality. Faith provides a ground on which we hold fast. But that 

grounding also orients us toward the future and give us “conviction,” courage to move 

forward, enabling us to launch out into the unknown.  

 Some of us find it easy to “hold fast.” We know the stories – from the Bible 

and from within our congregation; accounts of faithfulness and sacrifice. These stories 

matter because they help us work out who we are, where we stand, and what we ought 

to do. But, sometimes we carry so much baggage that find it hard to “move forward” 

into the future.  

 Others of us have little trouble moving forward. We travel light. We ask, where 

can join what God is doing now? These are people on the move, knowing that the 

future belongs to God, but needing help “holding fast,” learning the story of God’s 

faithfulness to promise. They need to know about endurance and perseverance when 

the pathway is rough and long.1 

Religious historians propose that the type and fervor of religious belief – 

assurance and conviction – is often cyclical. The Middle Ages are referred to as an 

Age of Faith; during this period intense belief reigned supreme. The Reformation has 

been called an Age of Revelation; where religious people experienced renewed 
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emphasis on the revealed Word in scripture. The seventeenth century began the Age 

of Reason where arguments about the power of the mind and the individual critiqued 

religion. The twentieth century has been called an Age of Experience as charismatic 

faiths have exploded and Americans looked for variety in religious participation. 

Some believe that what will be coming next is another Age of Faith where intense 

belief and fervor will again reign. 

 The Greek word for faith is pistis. The Apostle Paul used pistis frequently in 

his writings, thirty-five times in the Book of Romans alone. But, this word pistis had a 

checkered past in the culture surrounding the early church. In Greek mythology, Pistis 

was one of the spirits who escaped from Pandora’s box and fled back to heaven, 

abandoning humanity. In Luke’s Gospel, for example, when Jesus wonders, “Will the 

Son of Man find faith on earth?” (18:8), he was speaking within a Greek culture that 

believed the spirit of Pistis had already left.2 

 The Book of Hebrews was written to encourage Christians who were having 

trouble holding on to hope when Christ did not immediately return after his 

resurrection. In chapter 11, the author offers his own definition of pistis. That faith is 

“assurance” denotes something real, tangible, or objective; in contrast to something 

illusionary or intangible. In this way, assurance provides the basis of hope. 

“Conviction” has the sense of presenting or proving as true that which cannot be seen. 

Thus, for the writer, faith is what humans most need, want and hope for; and it is very 

real. 

 Faith matters. Our faith gives assurance that God has our best interests at heart; 

that God knows what we hope for; and that God holds our future, even if it is not yet 

visible to us. Faith taps into the realness of hoped-for things; it leads to conviction and 

action in the visible world, even though it is rooted in things that cannot be seen. 

 

 The example of Abraham and Sarah highlights this active, dynamic nature of 

faith. Faith is an orientation that leads to action; even and especially when there is no 

tangible or visible support for that action. Abraham and Sarah migrate from the 

familiar land of their ancestors to an unknown land, the land of God’s promise. Even 

though they did not know where they were going, they set out as sojourners in 

unfamiliar places. They also waited a long time for an answer from God regarding the 

promise of an heir. Despite all evidence to the contrary – the fact that Sarah was 

barren and beyond an age for child-bearing age and that Abraham was, as the text 

crassly says, “as good as dead” – they trusted God’s promise. Their faith rested in a 

reality that existed beyond what could be seen. 
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 It is hard to follow God when we are not sure where God is leading. When we 

do not see evidence of action, we begin to wonder whether God is watching over us. 

This may be when faith matters the most. We can have hope; but in faith, we often 

have to trust God and other people with our future and discover assurance outside of 

ourselves. We need to have faith that, as the author of Hebrews writes, God has 

prepared a better place, a “heavenly one,” for us; as God had prepared for Abraham 

and Sarah. 

 

 This can be difficult to believe. Probably like you, I have had times and seasons 

of my life when God’s promises seemed challenging and far away; when I didn’t 

know what direction God was leading, or how long I would need to endure. Faith 

requires us to understand that not all the answers are in plain sight, or will be found 

within, or right away.   

 

 In the Age of Reason – decades and even centuries ago – when many people 

lived on farms, made their own clothes, and raised their own food, perhaps folks could 

be rugged individualist, depending largely on themselves. Today, however, we have 

to have faith in the people around us. We need to rely on the food which is prepared 

for us in a restaurant, to believe in the pilot of the airplane, to trust in the caregiver at 

the day care center. That is something that many of us – living now, as we do, in the 

Age of Experience, when we depend on others for our health, safety and well-being – 

struggle to do. 

 

 We cannot watch over every part of our lives and of those we love. Fortunately, 

we do not have to; for we know that God is watching over us. What gives our faith a 

firm foundation is that Christ is Lord and holds our future, come what may on earth. 

Faith – “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” – is 

ultimately a gift from God. Our opportunity is to respond faithfully to God’s initiative 

of such grace. 

 

 Faith incorporates both the trust to hold fast to the promises of God, as well as 

the faithfulness to move forward; even when tested by difficult situations. “What is 

seen,” the author of Hebrews reminds us, “was made from things that are not visible.” 

(v. 3)  

 

 Today, as we come to the Lord’s Table, let us remember that God is watching 

over us; and that what we bring to our lips – the bread and the cup; what is sometimes 

hidden from us – represents the fullness of God’s love for us; who we are, just as we 

are. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


