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Like many New Testament letters, Hebrews is written to address a specific problem. There’s some sort
of trouble in the church and so church leadership sends a letter to correct and encourage and steer. What’s
interesting about Hebrews is that the problem that occasions the letter is a little different than some of the
others. It’s not persecution. Some letters address a church under direct persecution and provide
encouragement. But the church addressed by Hebrews is not under persecution — ‘you have not resisted to
the point of shedding blood’ it says in chapter 12. It’s not false teaching. Other letters address a church dealing
with bad doctrine and warns against errors. But there is no warning against wolves in sheep’s clothing who
would corrupt the gospel.

The problem in Hebrews is, more or less, boredom. Hebrews is written to a church that is apparently
not that excited about faith anymore and is losing concentration, losing interest. It’s not a new church. A letter
like 1 Thessalonians was written to a new church, maybe only a year old or so. But the church addressed by
Hebrews, they’re an established church. They’ve been around for a while. They’re almost certainly a middle-
aged church, maybe 40 years old, and as happens in middle age, they’re a little worn out. As Tom Long puts it
in the preface to his commentary: they're tired of the all the committee meetings and the education programs
and the service projects and the planning for the church picnics and the worship planning. The thrill is gone
and their zeal is flagging. Chapter 10 tells us they’ve given up meeting together as often as they used too —
sleeping in on Sunday mornings. As chapter 12 suggests, their knees are weak and their hands are drooping.
Faith isn’t an exciting adventure for them anymore; it’s an exhausting slog.

And in that sense, the words given to the Hebrews 2000 years ago might be the right sort of word for
us. Is exhausted boredom a potential problem in the modern church in a context like ours? | think yes. Grand
Rapids is a wonderful city. A great place to raise a family and a place full of Christian resources. There are
Christian people everywhere. But sometimes when you live in a town where there are so many churches and
so many Christians, you can get to a place where faith is sort of...well...routine. It’s the same ol’ same ol’. It’s
been there done that.

At LaGrave, we’ve been doing church for more than 40 years — we’ve been at it for 139 years. 139
years of sermons. 139 years of recruiting Sunday school teachers. 139 years of council meetings. 139 years of
all the church routines and all the church duties. So, Hebrews is a good book for us, because Hebrews is
written to speak a word to faith that is in danger of becoming routine. Hebrews is written to change a tired
slog into a joyful race.

In the whole sweep of the book, the preacher of Hebrews does all sorts of things to encourage his
people — He reminds them of how wonderful Jesus is, how great his salvation is, how amazing the grace is
they’ve received. He tells them how Jesus has opened up the way right into the throne room of heaven and
the presence of God and isn’t that exciting! But in our passage, this amazing chapter 11, one of the greatest
chapters in the Bible, the preacher addresses the subject of faith directly. And through a great chain of
examples and stories he shows them how powerful and exciting faith in the resurrected Jesus Christ can be.
And that’s what | want to share with you this evening, and | hope to share that with you in two parts. First, |
want to make sure we all understand what Biblical faith looks like and second, | want to look at what faith can
do, what it can accomplish. Because that’s what the preacher is really excited about.

First, what does Biblical faith look like? The preacher doesn’t spell that out systematically but if you
read the whole chapter and put it in the context of the rest of the Bible, | think we can see that full-bodied
faith has three parts. First of all, it is a belief. Faith is a set of ideas about how the world works. It’s a
worldview to which we subscribe. Faith is the truth we believe about the world. | believe that Jesus is the Son



of God. | believe in the communion of the saints. | believe that love is stronger than death. | believe the
teaching of the Heidelberg Catechism. This is the doctrinal, intellectual side of faith and it is very important.
But full-bodied faith is more than your head.

Faith is also action. Faith can’t just be a worldview; it has to be something that motivates you to do
stuff. You believe that love is stronger than death, but that doesn’t just stay in your head; it causes you to go
to someone who is grieving and embrace them and say, we can get through this! You believe in the holy
catholic church and the communion of saints, but that that belief isn’t just something in your head; it gets you
up early on a Sunday morning and while everyone else is sleeping and sends you out the door to participate in
the communion of the saints. So, to continue the body metaphor, faith is in your hands as well as your head.

And finally, full-bodied faith is in your heart. Meaning, it’s not just a set of head beliefs and it’s not just
something you do; it’s also a passion! It’s something that gets your attention! It’s something that fills up your
imagination in your spare time. Faith isn’t just an answer to a question that that you memorized for a test;
faith is a subject that you bring up and ask about and talk about and think about because you are interested
and engaged. How should Christians help the poor? What's the best way? What is forgiveness exactly and how
do you do it? You know that faith has gone from your head to your heart when these sorts of questions pique
your interest and get your attention. Putting it all together: full-bodied faith engages head and heart and
hands. Passion, intellect and action working together.

| know that Hebrews 11 doesn’t speak of faith in that sort of systematic way, the preacher tells stories
and paints pictures, and we’ll get to that part, but when you look at the lives of Abraham and Sarah and Ruth
and Moses, that’s that sort of faith you see. And if faith seems boring or inconsequential or pointless to us,
maybe the first thing to look at is whether or not the faith you are living and experiencing is full bodied. Is it in
your head and in your hands and in your heart, or is it mostly in your head, and maybe occasionally in your
hands, and almost never in your heart? If that’s your faith, well...no wonder you’re bored.

But the preacher’s purpose here isn’t to scold; it’s to encourage. And what’s exciting to him in chapter
11 is what faith can do. Or more precisely: what God can accomplish through full-bodied faith. The preacher is
giddy when he thinks of the power of faith in this world. This week, for me, that excitement crystallized
around one phrase in our passage, a very important phrase which is right out front in verse 1. “Now faith is the
confidence in what we hope for.” Faith is the confidence in what we hope for.

The Greek word for ‘confidence’ here is very interesting. It’s hypostasis. Faith is the hypostasis of
things hoped for. Hypostasis is translated ‘confidence’ here. That’s a reasonable translation, but the larger
sense, the more common sense of the word hypostasis is something a little different. The original and root
meaning of hypostasis is something much more concrete than assurance: it’s substance or essence. The
hypostasis of something is its essence, its substance. So, faith is the substance of things not seen.

That’s a more physical sounding thing, isn’t it? If you say faith is the confidence of things, you make it
sound like it’s a feeling, and as we said earlier, feeling is part of faith - the passion part. But faith is not just a
feeling for things hoped for, it is the substance of things hoped for. It’s almost like the preacher is suggesting a
kind of spiritual alchemy here. When you have full-bodied faith you take a distant unseen thing, a misty hope,
and you turn it into something substantial, something real, something physical. Faith makes substance of
unseen hopes. Faith takes unseen hopes and makes them real in the present.

You can tell this is what the preacher has in mind by the example he uses. “You know what it’s like?”
says the preacher, “When we have faith it’s almost like when God created the world.” In verse three he says,
“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.” It’s the first faith example the preacher mentions, and the reason he mentions it is
because at creation, when God made something visible out of the invisible, it parallels what happens when we
live in faith. In creation God speaks a word and substance appears and life appears out of nothing. A word
comes out of God’s mouth and turns into a mountain. In the same way, when we act in faith, misty hopes and
things unseen turn into something of substance. Something people can see. Something people can lean on.
Something they can build on.



This is also the way the word is translated in Hebrews 1:3. In Hebrews 1, the preacher wants to tell the
people that Jesus has made present in the flesh the substance, the essence the being to God. So, he says Jesus
is the hypostasis of the God — which is translated, as the Son is the exact representation of his being. You can’t
see God, but in Jesus the substance of the Father is right there in front of you. In chapter 11, | believe that the
preacher is saying, when we have faith, we give substance, to the things not seen. We make concepts
concrete. Our future hopes are these distant murky unseen things, but when we live and act in faith what is
unseen has substance. Just as Jesus makes the invisible God visible and tangible for the world, so our full-
bodied faith of people like us makes eternal hopes real. Concepts and ideas and hopes become something that
people can lean on and stand on and build on. Faith isn’t just the ‘confidence’ of things not seen; it’s the
substance of it.

| know that | sound terribly theological and abstract here, but let me assure you, this is all very real.

A husband and a wife are having terrible marital problems. He has betrayed her and hurt her, and she is
devastated and he is sorry, but terrible damage has been done. For months things are terrible. Their
relationship is empty. There’s nothing there. They hope things will get better, but the hope seems so thin.
They can’t see how this could get better; it is literally a thing unseen. But then one day the wife, in an act of
faith, just forgives. Out of her beliefs about forgiveness that come from Jesus in the Bible, and out of her belief
that Jesus has forgiven her, she forgives freely. She chooses to see her husband as someone she will love and
not as someone who hurt her. And all of a sudden, where there was nothing before, now there is something
to stand on, the misty hope has become tangible, the thing not seen has substance. And that forgiveness given
in faith becomes the tangible foundation upon which the two rebuild their life. Faith is the substance of things
not seen.

Or how about this story. Years ago, | heard the story of a man named Paul Gruninger. Paul Gruninger
was a mid-level police official at the Austrian Swiss border in World War 2. His job was to verify the passports
of anyone crossing over into neutral Switzerland. Gruninger was not a particularly brave man, nor was he an
activist of some sort. He was married with a family. He went to church every Sunday. His life was ordinary in
every respect.

But at some point, in his work, out of a belief about how a Christian was supposed to treat people,
Gruninger began to alter the passports of some travelers. You see, he was supposed to admit only Aryans into
the country — non-Aryans, especially Jews trying to escape the camps were not allowed out of Austria. This
ordinary man started to change the passports of the Jews. First one, then dozens. All those boring sermons he
heard about loving others as Jesus has loved you, they suddenly became an act of faith! His act of faith wasn’t
just a feeling; it became the substance the foundation that saved all sorts of lives. Unfortunately, Gruninger
was found out. He was arrested and disgraced and stripped of his title. He died penniless in Switzerland in
1972. Not everyone who lives by faith has an easy life, not in Hebrews 11, and not in our world either.

All the great heroes of faith perform some version of this spiritual alchemy: Abraham, Noah, Samson,
Sarah, Ruth and Rahab, Paul Gruninger, Deitrich Bonhoeffer, your patient Mother, that faithful church school
teacher — a great cloud of witnesses — all of these ordinary people who make faith real in our lives, all of them
making substance out of things not seen.

And you can do this alchemy too. With your heart and your mind engaged, you can make hope
concrete in another person’s life. That’s not dull right. That’s exciting. You can act in faith, and you turn misty
hopes into a foundation that will give substance to other people’s lives.

Or to be precise, God does this through you. It is his ever-flowing power and love that allows us to
perform this Spiritual alchemy, to change misty hopes into substance. He’s the original alchemist; the original
something from nothing person. He’s the one who made the whole earth out of what was unseen. He’s the
one who made a nation out of a 90-year-old man and him as good as dead. He’s the one who made salvation
incarnate in the body of a 14-year-old virgin girl. When there was nothing but a cold body in a dark tomb, he’s
the one who raised Jesus from the dead. It is his Spirit that allows ordinary people to make substance out of
unseen things.



So, boredom begone: “Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, and let us set our eyes
on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith”

Footnote: This is the way the word is translated in Hebrews 1:3. In Hebrews 1, the preacher wants to
tell the people that Jesus has made present in the flesh the substance, the essence the being to God. So, he
tells the people that Jesus is the exact representation of God’s hypostasis. You don’t see God, but in Jesus the
substance of the Father is right there in front of you. In chapter 11, | believe that the preacher is saying that
when we have faith, we give substance, we make concrete the things not seen. Our future hopes are these
distant murky unseen things, but when we live and act in faith what is unseen has substance. You can see it.
Just as Jesus makes the invisible God visible and tangible for the world, so full-bodied faith of people like us
makes eternal hopes concrete and real. Concepts and ideas and hopes become something that people can
lean on and stand on and build on. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



