
 
  
 
 We are here today by faith. We are a faith community, we say. It is one of those 
words that is used so often we can take for granted that everyone knows what we mean 
when we say it.  
 
 I was approached recently by a Tennessee Volunteer football fan who had heard of 
my Crimson tendencies. He said, “We’re going to beat you this year. Write it down. I 
have faith. You gotta have faith!” I was not quick enough on my feet in the moment, but 
later it occurred to me that I should have quoted scripture, “If you have faith the size of a 
mustard seed, you can tell this mountain to move into the sea and it will…but beating 
Alabama? Forget about it.” Well, not all of that is in scripture.  
 
 Is that what faith is? A kind of blind belief that everything’s going to work out in 
the end – your team is going to win, your stock is going to rise, you are going to get into 
the school of your dreams, you’re going to get that promotion, and the words of Julian of 
Norwich are true: “All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be 
well.” 
 
 Having recently journeyed with cancer with my dad, I can tell you that several 
people told him, and us, that we just had to have faith, that attitude is a big factor in 
fighting cancer, and that God was faithful. I have heard the same said to others who are in 
that space between life and death – you have to have faith. It almost always means you 
have to have faith that you’re going to get better, that God will heal you.  
 
 That’s often what we mean by faith. Everything’s going to work out.  
 
 Faith can also mean we are trusting God for an outcome. We hear faith spoken of 
in this way around stewardship in the church. We are putting the church budget together 
and on paper it looks like we have more expenses than anticipated income. One of the 
elders will say, “Let’s set the budget on faith,” which means plan for more income than 
has been promised. And the accountants in the room say, “I have faith too, faith that God 
wants us to use good sense.”  

By Faith 
A Sermon Preached by Christopher A. Joiner 
First Presbyterian Church, Franklin, Tennessee 
August 11, 2019 
Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 



 So is that faith? Trusting that God will provide against all odds, and planning 
accordingly?   
 
 But, as with many heavily-used words, I think the word “faith” is often mis-used 
and misunderstood. And as a community of faith, I think it’s something we should 
explore deeply.  
 
 Today’s text remains for me the best definition of faith there is. “Faith is the 
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 
 
 The clue to what this means lies in the Greek word translated “assurance.” The 
word is “hypostasis,” which is used elsewhere in Hebrews to describe God’s very being. 
The word literally means “being” or “reality.” The sentence could read, “Now faith is the 
reality of things hoped for.” The writer is saying that those who have faith already 
anticipate the final outcome (the reality) of what is believed.  
 
 Likewise, the Greek word translated “conviction” is “elegchos,” which literally 
means “proof.” “The proof of things not seen.” Faith itself moves in the direction of the 
realization of those things that are presently beyond demonstration. 
 
 Faith is the reality of things hoped for, the proof of things not seen. 
 
 As Tom Long says, “Faith already possesses in the present what God has promised 
for the future.”  
 
 Faith is not content to merely believe that there will come a day when sorrow will 
cease and all tears will dry. Even now, in faith, we weep with those who weep, we 
befriend the sorrowing, we visit those who are worn down. Our very presence in places 
of sorrow is a concrete proof of that coming day when sorrow will be no more.  
 
 Faith is not content to tell those who are in pain that one day pain will be no more. 
We work, in faith, to ease the pain of the suffering, bind up the broken-hearted, tend 
those wounded by life. That faith-filled work is evidence of things not seen. 
 
 Faith is not content to say when the world is swirling all around and we are awash 
in injustice, oppression, and turmoil that God is a God of justice and in the end will 
prevail. We work, in faith, to do justice and love kindness and walk humbly with our 
God. That very work proclaims the reality now of that coming day. “Faith is an inward 
assurance and an outward manifestation.” As Tom Long says, “Inwardly, faith moves 
hearts; outwardly, faith moves mountains. 



 Abraham and Sarah stand as a witness to the power of faith. The writer says that 
they followed God’s call, even though they did not know where it would lead. They 
trusted the promises, recognizing that their true home was with God. Frederick Buechner 
writes, “Faith is stepping out into the unknown with nothing to guide us but a hand just 
beyond our grasp.”  
 
 Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann says that the church is always going 
to feel a little homeless in this world, that we are singing songs of another place, our true 
home. He calls them the “cadences of home.” Those cadences keep us singing songs of 
peace amid violence, love amid hate, healing amid sickness, wholeness amid brokenness. 
When we sing these songs, when we live now as if those realities were already fully 
come, we may seem strange to those around us, out of step. But we are not. We are 
merely powered by the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  
 
 A few years ago, we had a death in the church, and I went to visit with the family 
to prepare for the service. One family member from out of town who was not familiar 
with our church, said to me, “We want the memorial to tell the story of his life, to help 
the family cope. A funeral is supposed to provide us with tools to manage our grief.” 
 
 I was getting ready to respond when another family member spoke up and said, 
“That’s all well and good, but this is a Service of Witness to the Resurrection, and the 
main thing we’re doing is worshipping God.”  
 
 I was glad she spoke up. When we worship God right in the teeth of death, we are 
doing so much more than coping. We are trusting in God, being raised on eagle’s wings, 
proclaiming that life is stronger than death, that death only gets the next to the last word, 
that the last word belongs to God. And in faith, in that space of worship, we know that 
what is real is not always only that which can be seen.   
 
 So it is that we come to the table. At this table, in faith, we do not only remember 
Jesus’ final meal with his disciples, we also proclaim that we participate in that meal, and 
in that participation, we encounter the risen Christ. When we break the bread and drink 
the cup, we have the gift of the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen. Let us eat and drink with great joy. Amen. 


