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“HAVE FAITH” 

Hebrews 11:1 
 

Well, as we’ve already said this morning, today is the Feast of the Epiphany, the time when we remember 

the visit of the Wise Men to the infant Jesus.  It’s also the first Sunday of a new year, and the dilemma for 

the preacher is which to focus on.  Well, we’ve had a few opportunities recently to look at the stories 

surrounding the birth of Jesus, so this morning we’re going to reflect for a few moments on the idea of 

standing on the threshold of a new year. 

 

What does this year hold for us?  It’s a time when we try to gaze into the future and consider what the 

next twelve months might have in store.  The trouble is, that’s always a fairly uncertain undertaking.  We 

cannot see into the future and what little we can see often fills us with a sense of anxiety, or even dread.  

Uppermost in many people’s minds is the national uncertainty about Brexit.  Even those who are most 

intimately involved in the negotiations are unable to predict with any confidence what is going to happen 

when March 29th, the date to leave the European Union, finally arrives.  Business leaders, politicians, 

commentators, social observers and all the rest all seem to have very different ideas about what may lie in 

store for us. 

 

More locally there is uncertainty about developments in and around the city, about continuing health care 

and education provision, about what will happen with city centre shops and out of town retail parks.  And 

as a church we are grappling with issues of finance, resources and volunteer availability.  Where is God 

leading us and how are we to get there? 

 

For many of us, the issues which seem to be most pressing – some dependent on local and national 

decisions, it’s true – are those which affect us and our immediate families.  We wonder about our health, 

our jobs, our finances, our relationships, about young families and elderly parents.  What is going to 

happen this year and how will we cope?  As Christians, we would say, no doubt, that we have faith in 

God – although such statements are often negated by our actual lifestyles, our behaviour, our attitudes.  

But what do we actually mean by “faith”?  It’s another of those words we use frequently and easily, 

without always being entirely sure what it’s all about.  And “faith” is a word that is often used in the 

media when something comes up that is thought to be a bit out of the experience of most people – be it to 

do with bombing tourists or refusing to bake cakes with slogans on. 

 

Indeed, faith is often derided by those around us.  The writer and satirist H L Mencken once said that 

“Faith may be defined briefly as an illogical belief in the occurrence of the improbable”, which is a 

sentence that demonstrates he has no idea what he’s talking about.  George Bernard Shaw commented on 

what he saw as the disappearance of religious faith by saying – in words that could be adapted to include 



all kinds of professions – “We have not lost faith, but we have transferred it from God to the medical 

profession”. 

 

You see, faith in God, Christian faith, is increasingly seen as an irrelevance in our self-sufficient, 

scientific society.  Many people regard it just as a superstition, like a belief in fairies or some kind of 

outdated mythical fantasy.  In some areas of life it is actually considered to be a disadvantage, the kind of 

thing that might disqualify you from fully participating in the culture around.  That’s because we live in a 

society that has a very rational, scientific, reductionist worldview.  Many people today – in all walks of 

life – seem to have the idea that if you cannot see, count, compute or quantify something, it doesn’t really 

matter.  Yes, you can look at what has happened in the past and draw certain conclusions from it all, but 

you shouldn’t really extrapolate any of that into the future, because you cannot be sure what other factors 

might affect it. 

 

But faith is really to do with looking beyond the merely physical and quantifiable, looking beyond the 

immediate, and recognising that there is something transcendent about life and the universe around us.  

Blaise Pascal was a scientist – one of the great European mathematicians of the seventeenth century.  He 

was also a devout Christian and expressed his understanding of faith in this way: “Faith declares what 

the senses do not see, but not the contrary of what they see.  It is above them, not contrary to them”.  

There are plenty of eminent scientists today – from Professor John Polkinghorne to Sir Ghillean Prance 

(and, indeed, several in this congregation) – who would agree that there is no real disagreement between 

science and faith. 

 

You see, faith is part of the image of God in us as human beings.  God created us with the ability to see 

beyond the immediate, to see and experience the transcendent.  It’s another of those things – like 

language that we looked at a few weeks back – which marks us off from the rest of the animal kingdom.  

Dogs and cats, chimpanzees and dolphins, owls and parrots do not have the ability to connect with the 

non-physical aspects of the universe that we do (however cute your dog looks on social media).  We are 

created with the capacity to think and reason and believe; but also to have faith, to wonder and to trust in 

the God who created us. 

 

We heard some words from Hebrews 11 just now, the beginning of a chapter which is well-known by 

many Christians as the catalogue of the “heroes of faith” – those people whose ability to believe in and 

trust in God helped them to overcome all kinds of obstacles and difficulties, even when they didn’t 

always see the outcomes themselves.  And the first sentence is one which gives us a bit of a clue as to 

what this idea of faith is all about.  The language used is really that of philosophy – many of the Greek 

words used by the writer here don’t occur in the rest of the New Testament – and clearly this is intended 



to make a point to the followers of Jesus in his day, just as in our day, who were struggling to have 

confidence in expressing their faith.  “Faith is being sure of what we hope for, certain of what we do not 

see.”  There is no “and” in the original text, so these two phrases are parallel: they both mean the same 

thing, effectively. 

 

What the author is saying, then, is that faith provides the undergirding, the proof of what is beyond the 

purely visible and physical.  Faith takes us into the realm of the transcendent, beyond the immediate here 

and now, and helps us glimpse something of God and his ways.  The American thinker Ralph Waldo 

Emerson wrote this: “All I have seen teaches me to trust the Creator for all I have not seen”.  God has 

given us so much in the creation that surrounds us that we are pointed towards him and all that is of him 

beyond our immediate context.  (Paul uses that argument in the opening chapters of his Letter to the 

Romans if you want to read about it at a bit more length.)  It points to the fact that there is something, 

someone definite and active beyond what we can see and hear and feel and taste and smell with our 

physical senses.  That is the kind of thing we need if we are not to become simply naïve and credulous.  

In his comments on this passage, Tom Wright says, “unless I believe in the God who raised Jesus, my 

hope may degenerate into mere optimism”. 

 

That’s why it’s so important to grasp this at the beginning of a new year with so many apparent 

uncertainties before us.  There is a God and he offers us hope – real hope, not “mere optimism” – that 

things will work out for the best in the long run.  Don’t simply look at what you can see and feel, what 

you can chart on a graph or punch into a computer.  That kind of reductionism – reducing everything to 

numbers and quantities and stuff you can cost out – denies a large part of what we are.  Richard Dawkins 

and his merry band of followers seem to have a bit of difficulty explaining such things as love and 

emotions and hope, and – rational and logical as they claim to be – they don’t actually take their ideas to 

their logical conclusions.  (But that’s a rant for another day!)  The New Testament scholar Leon Morris 

writes, “Faith extends beyond what we learn from our senses.”  And our old friend William Barclay, 

writing about this verse, says, “The senses tell us to grasp the thing of the moment; the spirit tells us that 

there is something far beyond that”.  Or, as the writer of that weird chunk of Old Testament 

philosophising, Ecclesiastes, puts it: “God has also set eternity in the human heart” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). 

 

So where’s all this leading us, then?  How does it help us as we move into 2019?  Well, firstly, we see 

that it is OK to have faith in God.  In fact, it’s more than OK – it is something that is hard-wired into us as 

people created in his image.  We are created to think about and to experience more than the physical, 

material here and now.  God has given us the ability to experience the transcendent – to wonder, to 

marvel, to believe in stuff that we cannot see or touch or whatever. 

 



And part of that is the capacity to have faith in God himself.  We cannot see him.  We cannot count him.  

We cannot photograph him or draw him or even do any more than have a brief stab at trying to describe 

him in words.  But we believe he is there and that he is generally working stuff out for the best for his 

own plans and for the future of his people.  Part of the reason we believe that is because he did come into 

our world in a form that could be experienced by the senses – the form of Jesus Christ.  We have read the 

teaching of Jesus: we have heard the stories of what Jesus did and how he made a difference in people’s 

lives: we believe that Jesus died and that he was restored to life, and that that was to transform the way 

the world worked for ever. 

 

In other words, we look at what God has done in history.  We look back at what he has done in our own 

lives, at the difference he has made at crucial times, at the way he has helped us, at the comfort he has 

given us.  We look at what the possibilities are in our lives and in the lives of others.  And we move 

forward in the light of that because we are getting used to exercising the faith that is an integral part of 

our humanity, our being made in God’s image. 

 

This about taking God at his word – that’s the basis of this faith.  But it’s more than that.  It’s about hope 

– a hope that is not “mere optimism”, but which truly believes.  A former principal of Spurgeon’s 

College, Raymond Brown, writes, “Faith accepts God’s word … It takes seriously the message of God’s 

revealed truth in holy Scripture.  It does not merely agree with God’s word, but acts upon it.”  That’s the 

nub of it, isn’t it?  As we go into a new year we would probably all say that we’re trusting God, that we 

have some kind of faith that he will work things out for the best – but are we prepared to act on it?  To put 

our money – or our time or our energy or our resources or whatever it takes – where our mouth is?  Yes, 

it’s difficult trusting God like that – at least to start with – but it is ultimately satisfying and reassuring.  

As The Message version of this verse translates it, “This trust in God, this faith, is the firm foundation 

under everything that makes life worth living, it’s our handle on what we can’t see”. 

 

At the beginning of 2019, renew your faith in God and in his promises.  It is not superstition.  It is not the 

sign of a naïve or credulous simpleton.  It is not something that will mark you off as a religious freak.  It 

is what you were created to do.  And what have you got to lose anyway? 

 

  



“HAVE FAITH” 
Hebrews 11:1-6 

 
 
What does this year hold for us?  It’s a time when we try to gaze into the future and consider what the 
next twelve months might have in store.  The trouble is, that’s always a fairly uncertain undertaking.  
We cannot see into the future and what little we can see often fills us with a sense of anxiety, or even 
dread.  What is going to happen this year and how will we cope?  As Christians, we would say, no 
doubt, that we have faith in God – although such statements are often negated by our actual lifestyles, 
our behaviour, our attitudes.  But what do we actually mean by “faith”? 
 
Faith is often derided by those around us.  Christian faith is increasingly seen as an irrelevance in our 
self-sufficient, scientific society.  Many people regard it just as a superstition.  That’s because we live in 
a society that has a very rational, scientific, reductionist worldview. 
 
But faith is really to do with looking beyond the merely physical and quantifiable, looking beyond the 
immediate, and recognising that there is something transcendent about life and the universe around us.  
Faith is part of the image of God in us as human beings.  God created us with the ability to see beyond 
the immediate, to see and experience the transcendent.   
 
Hebrews 11:1 gives us a bit of a clue as to what this idea of faith is all about.  Faith provides the 
undergirding, the proof of what is beyond the purely visible and physical.  Faith takes us into the realm 
of the transcendent, beyond the immediate here and now, and helps us glimpse something of God and 
his ways.  God has given us so much in the creation that surrounds us that we are pointed towards him 
and all that is of him beyond our immediate context.  (Look at Romans 1:18ff.)   
 
It is important to grasp this at the beginning of a new year with so many apparent uncertainties before 
us.  There is a God and he offers us hope – real hope, not “mere optimism” – that things will work out 
for the best in the long run.  It is OK to have faith in God.  In fact, it’s more than OK – it is something 
that is hard-wired into us as people created in his image.  We are created to think about and to 
experience more than the physical, material here and now.  God has given us the ability to experience 
the transcendent – to wonder, to marvel, to believe in stuff that we cannot see or touch or whatever. 
 
And part of that is the capacity to have faith in God himself.  We look at what God has done in history.  
We look back at what he has done in our own lives.  We look at what the possibilities are in our lives 
and in the lives of others.  And we move forward in the light of that because we are getting used to 
exercising the faith that is an integral part of our humanity, our being made in God’s image.  This about 
taking God at his word – that’s the basis of this faith.  But it’s more than that.  It’s about hope – a hope 
that is not “mere optimism”, but which truly believes.  Raymond Brown, writes, “Faith accepts God’s 
word … It takes seriously the message of God’s revealed truth in holy Scripture.  It does not merely 
agree with God’s word, but acts upon it.”   As we go into a new year we would probably all say that 
we’re trusting God, that we have some kind of faith that he will work things out for the best – but are 
we prepared to act on it?  
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) Is there anything that particularly worries you about the coming year? 
 
2) Why do you think people are so dismissive of Christian faith (or, indeed, any religious faith)? 
 
3) How has your faith in God helped you in the past? 
 
4) What is the difference between having faith and acting in faith? 
 
5) Have a look at the rest of Hebrews 11.  Does it matter that many of these people never saw the 

ultimate consequences of their faith?  Why/why not? 



 


