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“And without faith it is impossible to please God” 

Hebrews 11:6
“By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command”

Hebrews 11:3

“The scientist’s conviction that science works is no better, so far, than the astrologist’s belief in horoscopes or the fundamentalist’s belief in the bible. A belief always works in the eyes of the believer (Emphasis mine).”
Michael Polanyi; Professor of Physical Chemistry, University of Manchester

Introduction

What if we have been taught to think a certain way since birth, and now we assume that this way of thinking is ultimate? What if this way of thinking is not ultimate, but it is penultimate? One of the dominate expression of our western worldview is that science knows by dealing with the “Facts,” while religious knowledge is derived by dealing in “Faith.” Is this true? As a matter of fact not only is this a dominate way of thinking in our culture, but the following quote (From Ambrose Bierce author of the Devil’s Dictionary) is all too often accepted as a definition for faith: “Faith is a belief without evidence in what is told by one who speaks without knowledge of things without parallel.”


As I hope to see today, faith is no doubt a key component to a relationship with God who is physically unseen. I believe that this point is often misunderstood, and reacted to falsely. There are those in the church that believe that faith is a mindless, existential leap into darkness which is a reaction to modernist teachings in regards to epistemology (How we know anything), or the church has overreacted to fundamentalist obscurantism by teaching that our relationship with God, and our knowledge of God is a clear by-product of our rational minds. This is also a product of trying to place Christianity within the rational framework (And I will argue faith tradition) of enlightenment philosophy. There is simply no ultimate epistemology that doesn’t begin faith. To this eminent professor from the University of Manchester Michael Polanyi wrote this, “Similarly no one can become a scientist unless he presumes that the scientific doctrine and method are fundamentally sound and that their ultimate premises can be unquestionably accepted. We have here an instance of the process described epigrammatically by the Christian Church Fathers in the words: fides quaerens intellectum, faith in search of understanding (Emphasis mine).” Basically, there are no theories of the ultimate understanding of things that doesn’t begin in faith, and if we, the church, continues to debate God in a modernist trap, we will continue to produce a god that looks like the philosophers that are debating. 


Our problem isn’t so much we don’t have the information about God from the bible, but we are viewing that information from a non biblical framework. We are seeing things from a fiercely individualistic, rationalist lens, and not caring about the historical and biblical lens that it was meant to be viewed. I hope to be able to define faith the way the bible does, and realize that if we are going to persevere in our faith, we will do so with as much certainty as can be derived from any other faith tradition, including scientific rationalism. 

From the Head…

The entry point into our passage, and ultimately into the family of God, are found in Hebrews 11:1-3 and verse six. How do we know that Jesus is ultimate over any other god or gods, and over any philosophical or religious ritual? By faith. The same way that the scientist ultimately come to his/her trade. They believe that the universe is rational and that their methods are sound and productive. It is interesting to note that many scholars do not know why this section (11:1-40) exists in the text, but it appears as a perfect spot coming off of a harsh warning, and a beautiful truth of our bold relationship with God, that faith is where we begin this relationship, and faith has always been where this relationship has begun, as God has always been the sovereign one in this covenant. 

Faith Defined (Hebrews 11:1-3, 6)
Verse one defines faith as “Being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” Literally, “Reality of things hoped for, proof not being seen.” This almost seems like a contradiction, but that contradiction comes from our understanding of faith as a blind leap into darkness. Faith is where you begin the journey, and you either put your faith in one set of traditions or another. The secular mind, which has not been re-conditioned by God, can only see the world through a materialist lens (Which says that the supernatural is not a reality), because that’s what makes sense to a limited intellect, to this Leslie Newbigin writes, 

“The whole method of inquiry and discussion simply excludes the possibility that it might actually be the case that the one who created and sustains the entire universe of created beings has personally made Himself known at a certain time and place in universal history. Any claim that this actually happened is simply bracketed with other similar claims to be included in a syllabus for the comparative study of religion. In other words it has been silenced by co-option into the modern scientific world-view”

But when God “Writes them on our minds (see 10:16), which has a renewing effect, then we become “Transformed by the renewing of our mind (Romans 12:2).” It is with this transformed mind that we can live as aliens in a world dominated by another worldview. We’re not aliens in that we don’t care; we’re aliens in that we can see beyond the material into the spiritual and live our lives as if it is real. Thus our hardships are mitigated and put into spiritual perspectives, and our possessions are God’s and not items to be cherished. 


The key here is that this kind of faith is given to us by God (see Ephesians 2:8-9), and is not drummed up like many TV preachers want us to think. This faith is in the object of Jesus Christ, and is not a faith in faith. This faith is a simple trust that God’s explanation is the right one, and we live accordingly. Subsequently it is not measured in quantity, but quality. 


The first important word in our text is the one used for the phrase “Being sure” (hupotasso), which is a very hard word to translate, and can be used for the word “submit (Ephesians 5:21). It literally means to stand under, and has the idea of the sediment that falls to the bottom. Thus the idea of foundation or objective reality (see Hebrews 1:3; 3:14) is how it reads to the original hearer. It represents a “Tangible reality in contrast to mere appearance (Lane, 225).” It’s a guarantee of current unseen reality. It is the structure of how we begin to build our thoughts. It gives meaning to our existence and the data we are interpreting. It is this wider perspective of reality that allows us to think with eternal perspective, and live our lives with confidence and meaning. 

The second key word gives us the object of our certainty, which is hope (elpizomenon). This hope is the hope we have in Christ, and the promise of eternal life, and wholeness (see Hebrews 10:39). 


The third key word is the word “Certain” (elegxos), meaning proof or conviction. This second clause reminds us that there is more to knowing that meets the eye. Our senses are not the only way by which reality and truth is perceived. There is more to this world than what you can see, feel, taste, hear and smell. Scientific rationalism, while helpful with material objects, is useless in metaphysics. 2+2 may equal 4, but why our minds are rational is debatable. It is either a mindless, and purposeless mistake, or the work of a rational being. Christianity is not as Michael Horton indicates “Irrational or anti-rational, but transcends reason, and gives us answers that our mind cannot know.” It gives us a wider explanation for existence and answers. 


Verse three shows us the comprehensive nature of this understanding of faith. It is by faith that we realize that it is God who purposefully created this universe, just like the rationalist believes by faith that the universe was a happy accident. Neither side can “Prove” with certainty their position, and according to verse one that certainty only comes from trust in a faith tradition. This is why as verse six reminds us that it is impossible to please God without this faith, because our minds are still warped with a very limited and destructive view of humanity and creation, which is important for us to understand if we’re going to have a proper view of our place here on earth.
Faith Expressed (Hebrews 10:32-38)

This faith is expressed in the writers desire to remind his disciples of the expression they had of faith as they cared for those in prison, and was willing to share in the suffering of hardship, and lose their earthly possessions for the sake of Jesus. They were able to stand “Side by side” with the oppressed, and lose everything, because their home wasn’t here in this earthly kingdom. Note that they didn’t take a separatist approach and ignore the oppression waiting only for heaven’s glory, but they, like Jesus assigned themselves with the marginalized in order to help establish God’s justice here on earth.

Faith Realized (Hebrews 10:39)
This probably belongs before 11:1-3, but I wanted to end with it, in that it is because we have life in our souls that would even make this possible. The author reminds them of this life, even if it is latent, and a waning memory. Sometime we just forget and need encouragement of the truths of our faith in Christ. The word for saved here is not the common sozo, but the word peripoiasin, meaning the “acquiring” of our souls (suche), which carries the idea of the buying back of our whole self to be made whole. Our salvation is holistic, and because of that life is the result. To “Shrink back” is to be apostate, which can only bring destruction, because we would be denying the only clear path God has given to us to be re-created for the purpose of glorifying Him with our lives.

…to the Heart
I can only pray that I have been able to articulate this very rich set of verses by our author, and demonstrate clearly that Jesus Christ is our only hope, that faith in Him makes us whole, so that we could minister to those that are oppressed and marginalized physically, emotionally and spiritually out of a confidence that no matter what happens to us here, were are only passing on to the presence of God which complete our joy in Him. 
