
FAITH DESCRIBED 
Hebrews 11:1-7 

 
 What happens if you break a mirror?  Some people will say that it results in seven years 
of bad luck.  What is our reaction if a black cat crosses our path?  Why would you avoid walking 
under a ladder?  What is the motivation for “knocking on wood?”  What do we call giving 
credibility to such ideas?  Superstitions!  What is the difference between superstitions and faith?   
 Bruce Hood, a psychology professor at Bristol University, claimed that humans evolved 
to be susceptible to supernatural beliefs.  He grouped ‘creationism and paranormal phenomena’ 
together, claiming that they are both held by ‘faith alone’.  He equated religious belief with 
superstition.  I think it is ironic that here is a person who rejects God and yet accepts the 
foolishness of Darwinism.  The fact that someone would do that gives credibility to the idea that 
“the first effect of not believing in God is to believe in anything.” 
 Professor Hood defined “superstitious behavior” as the idea that certain rituals and 
practices protect you.  It is a common misconception that we can manipulate God to do our 
bidding by being good, or praying a lot or going to church, or a multitude of any number of other 
actions.  Just how “common” is this misconception among church members today?  I would 
guess that if you randomly selection a thousand people who attend church on a regular basis that 
more than half of them would answer the question of “how does a person get to heaven?” with 
answers related to doing something good, avoiding doing bad things, treating people fairly, not 
telling lies, not drinking too much, going to church, etc.   
 Real faith always has a good, sound, reasonable basis. It is simply an established 
confidence.  But superstition, unlike faith, has no substantial basis; nor are its conclusions 
reached by logical deductions. 
 Superstitions are the result of imagination coming from the mind of a person who is 
living by his own wits (which are inadequate) rather than by having a revelation from God.  This 
is driven by a basic need for us to try to make sense of what happens around us.  If we cannot 
discover the truth then we will “create” an explanation that may or may not make logical sense.   
 Superstition is based on the ignorant belief of objects or events having magical powers 
and is usually related to ignorance and/or fear.  Another word for superstition is “idolatry.” The 
Bible does not support the idea of things occurring by chance, but asserts that nothing is done 
outside of God’s sovereign control.  
 My guess is that most superstitions have their origins related to some pagan spiritual 
beliefs.  We can’t imagine such things leading anyone to go so far as to go through some formal 
worship practice, but it is not too farfetched to believe that such things influence our thinking 
and even our actions.  Which is worse, formally bowing down to an idol or letting the teachings 
and beliefs actually influence what we do and how we do things? 
 The description of true faith follows the fourth of five warnings in this letter to the 
Hebrew Christians who were wrestling with a decision of whether they should abandon 
Christianity and return to Judaism.  As a reminder, these warnings dealt with progressive steps 
that become increasingly displeasing to God.  It starts with drifting (Heb 2:1-4), the next step is 
doubting (starting in Heb 3:7), that is followed by dullness in understanding the Word and 
laziness in our spiritual life (Heb 5:11- 6:20).  These three things are not uncommon among 
Christians today.  They are almost acceptable behavior in the Christian culture of our present 
age.  The inevitable outcome of such attitudes and behavior could be called “despising the word 
of God” which results in a person doing things that they know to be wrong and contrary to the 
will and nature of God.  We have likely heard a Christian say, “I knew it was wrong, but I did it 
anyway.”  This is dangerous attitude that leads to repeated behavior that will incur the severe 



discipline of God for a Christian.   
 How does this warning apply to the Hebrew Christians who were thinking about going 
back to Judaism?  They had been presented with convincing arguments that Christianity is in 
every aspect superior to the old system.  We have a superior messenger, a superior message, a 
superior high priest, presenting a superior or perfect sacrifice in a superior or eternal tabernacle 
that enabled people to be born again into a superior humanity.  Many of these Christians had 
already experienced a great deal of suffering after they had been saved (enlightened) and they 
endured those persecutions because they knew that they had a better inheritance that what they 
had lost when they had their property confiscated and lost their jobs because of their belief in 
Christ.   
 It was not a question of “not knowing” the better way.  After experiencing all that they 
had gone through, to then go back to Judaism would be to do something they knew was wrong.  
The consequences of such a decision would be that they would be exposed to the same judgment 
that was about to come upon those who had never been saved because they had rejected Christ’s 
work of salvation.  We see a word of encouragement to the readers in verse 10:39  
But we are not of those who shrink back to destruction, but of those who have faith to the preserving of the soul.  
(This is not in reference to “justification” but to the ongoing benefits of our salvation in our 
present day lives.) 
  
Faith - The Superior Way to Live – 11:1-3 
1 Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 2 For by it the men of old gained 
approval. 3 By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not 
made out of things which are visible.  Hebrews 11:1-3 (NASB95) 
 To go along with “all that is superior” under the New Covenant, we find that walking by 
faith is a superior way to live.  We could make an argument that everything we do is “by faith.”  
If we sit in a chair, then we have faith that it will hold our weight and not collapse.  We ride an 
elevator and we have faith that it will take us to the next floor without falling.  We buy a can of 
vegetables and we have faith that it will not poison us or make us sick.  All of these things are 
related to physical life just as the religious practices of Judaism were related to physical things.  
 Since we live in a physical world, then we tend to be more or less comfortable with 
putting confidence in physical things.  However, chairs can be damaged and collapse, elevators 
have malfunctioned since they are mechanical devices, and we have heard a lot about recalls of 
various food items to make us a little cautious to blindly trust such things.   
 The rites and rituals of Judaism were meant to be representative of spiritual truths related 
to God’s plan of salvation for mankind.  These physical things point to “good things to come” 
under a New Covenant that God would make with humanity.  Since they were “spiritual 
blessings” they were not physically sensed in the same way that the blessings of the Old 
Covenant were experienced.  
 The question that we are now faced with under this New Covenant is how do we 
participate in the “good things to come” and how can we relate to God in an appropriate way if 
we are no longer able to bring animals to sacrifice on an altar.  The short answer is that “we 
participate and experience and relate in all these areas by faith.”  That would raise a question of 
“faith or belief in what?”  We might say that we have faith in God.  To some that statement 
means nothing more than to believe that God exists.  It has to be more than that since even the 
demons know that God exists.   
 Maybe a clue is found in the phrase “things hoped for.”  If this is the same as “good 
things to come” mentioned in earlier chapters of this letter, then we see that “things hoped for” 
are related to that which God promised in the New Covenant.  Therefore, the appropriate “belief 



in God” goes beyond believing or knowing that He is, but is also related to actually believing 
Him and relying on the meaning and message of His word.   Faith is directed toward something 
more than a hope that is simply wishful thinking, but it is based on the promises of God.  You've 
heard of blind faith.  There is nothing scriptural about blind faith.  Faith is related to something 
or someone.   
  Most of us have memorized Hebrews 11:1 from a King James Version of the Bible.  
“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”  The word 
substance is literally “confident assurance.”  It is like a foundation to a building.  Faith is based 
on the knowledge of who God is and how and why He does things.  Faith is also something that 
God gives to us and not something that we can generate (Eph 2:8-9).  We can, at best, respond in 
faith to the message He speaks to us (Eph 2:10).   
 Since these “good things to come” are related to spiritual blessings such as peace with 
God, atonement, reconciliation, a justifying righteousness, pardon of sin, and eternal life we 
would characterize these as “things that are not seen” in the same way we might see physical 
things.  Even though they are not physically visible, they can certainly be experienced in our 
daily Christian walk.  Beyond that, we can look forward to more blessings to come based on our 
trust in the promises of God that have yet to be fulfilled.   
 The word “evidence” in verse 11:1 could also be translated as conviction or proof.  How 
do we know that we have “peace with God?”  How do we know that we have “eternal life?”  
Faith is the proof or evidence by which we know (have confident assurance).  Where does such 
“knowing” originate?  It comes from God and it is communicated to us in our spirit or innermost 
being that has been born again.   
 In verse 11:2, we see that there are established or demonstrated benefits of living by this 
superior way of faith.  There are numerous people mentioned in the Scripture of those who 
believed and responded to God’s word.  These left a historical testimony that they received 
approval from God by believing Him.  It is interesting that most of those mentioned were 
examples of people who did not have the benefit of the law of Moses and many of them lived in 
pre-flood times and had the testimony of “creation” as evidence of the goodness of God.   
 In fact, we see in verse 11:3 that “creation” is a good starting point for our exercise of 
faith.  The question of faith goes back to the creation.  Did the universe “just happen” or was it 
created at God's command?  This is the starting point – it is also a significant stumbling block to 
many people who have much difficulty getting past this one point.  The existence of God as 
evidenced in the universe is a quite convincing argument that God IS.  We may not to be able to 
know a lot about Him from this but we can certainly see that He IS.  The progressive revelation 
of God to us is hindered if we fail to respond to each of the many ways which He reveals 
Himself to us.  
 As was discussed in Hebrews 1:2, we should note that many of the popular Bible 
translations use the terms “world” or “universe” in describing what God had created.  The Greek 
word is “aion” from which we get the English word “eon.”  This literally means “the ages.”  
Earlier it was pointed out that the Hebrews divided all time into the “age past” and the “age to 
come.”  What we see in this statement is “that which God made” goes beyond the physical realm 
and includes the spiritual realm.  The emphasis here is on the spiritual realm since (in the mind 
of the writer and in the mind of those to whom he was writing) there was no question of Who 
created the physical world as seen in such statements that we find in Psalm 102:25.  “In the 
beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands.”  
This was a “given.”  Once that question is settled, then we can discover the reality of what is 
happening in the eternal, spiritual realm and satisfy the longing that we have to “see the Father.”   
 The statement about the things that we see are a result of things that we cannot see could 



be related to many areas of life.  In its most basic meaning with regard to spiritual things and the 
various times and ages in which people have lived, the things that are seen would be the results 
of culture and governments and events that have happen and are still happening.  The “things 
that are not seen” would be the “powers and principalities” that are at work in the spiritual realm.  
It is also related to the spiritual warfare in which we are to be engaged as we put on the full 
armor of God and pray in the spirit.  Simply put, faith has a significant impact on our “world 
view.”  
 
Faith – Examples from the Past – 11:4-7 
4 By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained the testimony that he was 
righteous, God testifying about his gifts, and through faith, though he is dead, he still speaks. 5 By faith Enoch was 
taken up so that he would not see death; AND HE WAS NOT FOUND BECAUSE GOD TOOK HIM UP; for he obtained the 
witness that before his being taken up he was pleasing to God. 6 And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for 
he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him. 7 By faith Noah, 
being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an ark for the salvation of his household, by 
which he condemned the world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith.  Hebrews 11:4-
7 (NASB95) 
 When we walk in obedience to what God has revealed to us, then we validate our faith as 
being genuine.  Obedience is the proof or evidence that we believe what God has said.  If we 
believe God, then He declares us to be righteous.  It worked that way for Abel, for Abraham, and 
it works that way for us.  The testimony of faithfulness does not end with our physical demise 
but lives on as a witness to others. 
 Abel found acceptance before God based on his faith that was evidenced by offering a 
superior sacrifice.  We can relate that to the argument that under the New Covenant, Christ Jesus 
has offered a “superior sacrifice” compared to the sacrifices offered under the Old Covenant or 
things that we might do from our own ideas of what is an appropriate way to approach and be 
pleasing to God.  As mentioned earlier, many think that the “way” should be based on good 
works or going through the right rituals.   
 In the account of Enoch, it is difficult to imagine a person being so close to God that he 
would not experience death.  If we would simply walk by faith (believing God and acting on that 
belief), then we will find the favor of God.  He will bless us in ways that He will choose.  It may 
not be to “take us away” but God will reward those who walk with Him. 
 The statement “without faith it is impossible to please God” corresponds with the two 
elements in the description of faith given in verse 1.  Anyone who comes to God must believe 
that he exists (be certain of what is not seen) and believe that he rewards those who earnestly 
seek him (trust that his promises will be fulfilled). 
 The claim that God does reward those who seek Him is proven by what happen to Noah 
and his family.  They became heirs of righteousness by faith.  What they inherited was, in fact, 
the new world after the Flood.  In the same way, we as Christians, will inherit “the world to 
come” (see Hebrews 2:5). 
 Acting on our belief in what God has revealed to us may cause us to go where no one else 
has gone.  Though many are called, few will elect to believe God.  Those who do believe then 
bring judgment on those who reject God’s means of salvation.  The faithful and true church 
judges the world system for its rejection of Jesus.  If no one could understand what God was 
doing, then the responsibility would rest upon God to provide another revelation of Himself that 
mankind could comprehend.  However, all can know God through Jesus though all will not 
choose to believe. 


