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From Athanasius, On the Incarnation [Bishop of Alexandria, 4th century; defender of the 
orthodox understanding of the Trinity (against the Arians)—Athanasius contra mundum 
(Athanasius against the world)]: 
 

He has been manifested in a human body for this reason only, out of the love and goodness 
of His Father, for the salvation of us men. We will begin, then, with the creation of the 
world and with God its maker, for the first act that you must grasp is this: the renewal of 
creation has been wrought by the Self-same Word Who made it in the beginning. There is 
thus no inconsistency between creation and salvation for the One Father has employed the 
same Agent for both works, effecting the salvation of the world through the same Word 
Who made it in the beginning. [§1] 
 
How much more, then, will God be patient and painstaking with His creatures, that they be 
not led astray from Him to the service of those that are not, and that all the more because 
such error means for them sheer ruin, and because it is not right that those who had once 
shared His Image should be destroyed. What, then, was God to do? What else could He 
possibly do, being God, but renew His Image in mankind, so that through it men might once 
more come to know Him? And how could this be done save by the coming of the very Image 
Himself, our Savior Jesus Christ? … The Word of God came in His own Person, because it 
was He alone, the Image of the Father, Who could recreate man made after the Image. 
[§13] 

 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” This was Jesus’ question (referring to himself as 
the Son of Man) to the disciples in Matthew 16:13-17. A theme of Hebrews and still the 
question today—note all the books on the theme of the search for the historical Jesus—is 
understanding who Jesus Christ is (his person) and what he has done and is doing (his work). 
Hebrews is a powerful book which teaches that Christ is both our priest and king and the 
fulfillment of the Jewish sacrificial system (Jesus Christ is both sacrifice and high priest of the 
final atoning sacrifice). Hebrews has some of the clearest statements in all Scripture about the 
atoning work of Christ. It is a profoundly Jewish book, with many references to priests, the high 
priest, sacrifice, and the temple. And yet it is a book which certainly moves the reader through 
that Jewish lens on to something much more profound and extensive than just the chosen 
people of Israel. 
 
I will start with an instance in the book of Hebrews where we (or at least me) are somewhat 
startled when we read a passage, expecting to read one word when the text gives us another, 
and will ponder what we might learn from such a case. Then I will make a few comments about 
the great “faith” chapter in Hebrews 11. Finally, I will say something about the memory verse  
(1 Peter 5:7) and the person of Jesus Christ. 



Unbelief and disobedience 
Here is a passage in which we expect the text to use one word and find a different word instead 
(with the surprise word in italics): 
 

And to whom did he swear that they would not enter his rest, but to those who were 
disobedient? So we see that they were unable to enter because of unbelief. (Hebrews 
3:18-19) 
 

At the end of verse 19, we expect to read “disobedience” following the use of “disobedient” in 
verse 18. Instead, the concluding sentence of the discussion about failing to enter their rest 
ends with a twist, with the term “unbelief.” Most of us do not think that disobedience and 
unbelief are synonyms, hence our surprise when we get to the end of verse 19. What does this 
surprise substitution of terms teach us? Perhaps that disobedience and unbelief are functional 
synonyms even if they are not literally synonymous. Or, to put it another way, unbelief can lead 
to disobedience, and disobedience implies unbelief at the moment we are disobedient. For, 
after all, when disobedient we are acting as if God’s commands are not right or acting as if God 
does not see what we are doing. Unbelief gets displayed as disobedience. Disobedience is not 
against a set of principles; it is opposition to the living God. Disobedience is a sign of unbelief at 
that instant and can lead to more sustained unbelief. Jesus is our example in obedience (see 
Hebrews 5:8: “Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered”). 
 
The “faith” chapter—Hebrews 11 
Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the 
people of old received their commendation. By faith we understand that the universe was 
created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible. 
(Hebrews 11:1-3) 
 
This is how the chapter begins and it goes on to list many great heroes of the faith—Abel, 
Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and so on. In each case, how the 
individual exercised faith is described, and, as a result, God commended them (approved of 
them). In the chapter we find at least three points about faith: 
 

1. Faith is the assurance that God will work to do something that is now not seen (not 
visible, not known, has not yet obtained). 
 

2. Faith is based on belief in God’s existence and his willingness to reward those who seek 
him (Hebrews 11:6). 
 

3. Acting in faith does not guarantee that one will see the fruition of the faith action. That 
is, when one acts in faith to achieve a certain result, there is no guarantee that one will 
see that result within one’s lifetime. “These all died in faith, not having received the 
things promised, but having seen them and greeted them from afar, and having 
acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth” (Hebrews 11:13). This 
idea is repeated again at the end of the chapter in verses 39-40. 



The last point stands as a corrective to our desire to have the result now when we are acting in 
faith. Consider Abraham, where God promises descendants as many as the stars, but who dies 
without seeing a multitude of descendants, but only the line through his son Isaac—and that 
was touch and go since God commanded him to sacrifice Isaac. Yet, Abraham is commended for 
his faith in obeying God’s commands and believing in what God had promised. (Paul speaks of 
this in Romans 4:3, “For what does Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted 
to him as righteousness’” [quoting Genesis 15:6]. This is often a prime text for the faith versus 
works debate. Note that in our reading for the week, James references the same passage from 
Genesis in his discussion of the interrelationship between faith and works in James 2:14-26. I 
have chosen not to take up the faith/works discussion in these notes.) 
 
The descriptions of each faith figure in Hebrews 11 follows a certain pattern, which can be 
generalized like this: By faith _______ [person] did X [acted, obeyed, built an ark, and so on]. If 
we put our own name in the blank for person, what is it that we are doing today in faith? 
Where do we find the assurance that God will do something that is not yet seen, which may not 
even be seen in our lifetime? How does each of us complete the sentence, “By faith I 
_______”?   
 
Memory verse: Cast all your anxiety on Him because He cares for you. (1 Peter 5:7) 
Finally, some observations about the context for our memory verse: “Cast all your anxiety on 
Him because He cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). When we are troubled or worried this is a verse 
which may often come to mind. 1 Peter 5:5-6, the verses immediately preceding our memory 
verse, speak of clothing ourselves with humility and humbling ourselves. It is common when we 
have exhausted all courses of actions to finally “cast our anxieties on Him” with a thought 
something like, “Well, I have done the best I can and I haven’t solved the problem so I guess I 
have to ask God to help me.” But the context here suggests something different: we should first 
properly humble ourselves before God, recognizing that without his sustaining power and love 
not only can we do nothing, but we would not even exist. If Christ is upholding us (even our 
very existence) moment by moment anyway, shouldn’t our cares be given to him not after we 
have done our best to resolve things on our own, but immediately? This passage teaches that 
we should practice dependence on God in all things. Read again the passages at the top of 
these notes from Athanasius, where he is clear that the Son of God is creator, sustainer, 
redeemer, and savior. Peter and James and John had a glimpse of this at the transfiguration 
(e.g., Matthew 17:16-18; 2 Peter 1:16-18) where they saw the glorified figure of Christ. Jesus 
Christ is the person to whom we bring our anxieties, not as merely a wise counselor or 
someone who helps us out with what we cannot do on our own; Jesus Christ is the world’s 
creator, sustainer, redeemer, and savior.  


