FAITH THAT PLEASES GOD
SERIES: THE SUPREMACY OF THE SON

By Steve Zeisler

My neighbor across the street graduated from Stanford in 1976. His class had its ten-year reunion this weekend. On Friday
we were talking about his plans: atallgate party, afootbal game, alarge gathering of hiswhole dass, asmdl gathering of
good friends. He told me that he looked forward to finding out how life had treeted old friends with whom he had lost touch.
Aswetaked, | began thinking about words like dmamater (which means, “mother of the soul”), homecoming, etc. The
longer | thought about that the more | redlized that a class reunion raised issues that are properly raised by Christians. What
is the source from which we find direction for life? What isthe “home’ from which we have been given a purpose and a
sense of what is vauable? What mothering has our soul been given so that we have understanding and capacity to make our
way in life?

We have consdered such themesin our sudiesin the book of Hebrews. Today we have reached the grestly loved eeventh
chapter of the letter. Three verses from chapter 10 set the context for this extended discussion of the nature of faith:

Remember the former days, when, after being enlightened, you endured a greet conflict of sufferings, partly,
by being made a public spectacle through reproaches and tribulations, and partly by becoming sharers with
those who were so treated. For you showed sympathy to the prisoners, and accepted joyfully the seizure of
your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and an abiding one. (Hebrews
10:32-34)

The author is saying, “Remember the early days, when your spiritual possession in Christ was so vauable you were joyfully
willing to st aside the things that thisworld promises.” But in the intervening years these early recipients of the letter faced
temptation and pressure to deval ue the possession that once had meant so much to them. They began to ask what they were
reglly committed to, to rethink their goas and purposesin life and look to things that paid off in thisworld. They had
succumbed to temptation and pressure and were losing their way.

Having raised that issue, the writer now turnsin this glorious chapter to the importance of Chrigtian faith the means by which
we overcome temptation and pressure. He urges his readers to capture again alife that is centered on things yet future, on
things that cannot be seen, and on the certainty of the promises of God. As we study this section we may find ourselves
asking, from what source have we learned the things that are important to us? Who has taught us? Are there certain things for
which we will set aside everything else in order to acquire them? What is our destination?

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the men of
old gained approval. By faith we under stand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so
that what is seen was not made out of things which are visible. 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 heis dead, he still speaks. By faith Enoch wastaken up so
that he would not see death; AND HE WASNOT FOUND BECAUSE GOD TOOK HIM UP; for
he obtained the witnessthat befor e his being taken up he was pleasing to God. And without faith it
isimpossible to please Him, for hewho comesto God must believethat Heisand that Heisa
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rewarder of those who seek Him. 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. By faith Abraham, when he
was called, obeyed by going out to a place which hewasto receive for an inheritance; and he went
out, not knowing wher e he was going. By faith helived asan alien in theland of promise, asin a
foreign land, dwelling in tentswith Isaac and Jacab, fellow heirs of the same promise; for he was
looking for the city which hasfoundations, whose ar chitect and builder is God. By faith even Sarah
her self received ability to conceive, even beyond the proper time of life, since she considered Him
faithful who had promised. Therefore therewas born even of one man, and him as good as dead at
that, as many descendants AS THE STARS OF HEAVEN IN NUMBER, AND INNUMERABLE
ASTHE SAND WHICH ISBY THE SEASHORE. (Hebrews 11:1-12)

Hebrews 11:1 gives a very succinct definition of faith. Chrigtians are charged to live by faith, to choose faith as the means by
which to make their way through life. Thisisthe option that Scripture holds before us, and we must choose it over dl others.
Thus, aclear and succinct definition of the word iswelcome, and we haveit in these words. “Faith is the assurance of things
hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.”

There are two points, essentialy, being made in that verse. Thefirg isthat the future is more important than the present. Faith
is the assurance of things “hoped” for. For Chrigtians, the word “hope’ does not imply contingency—something that may or
may not happen. Y esterday | hoped the Stanford football team would beat USC, but | was disgppointed. Christian hopeis
not like that in any sense. It is something we know for sure will be fulfilled. The only difficulty liesin the fact thet it is yet future
to us. But by faith we gpprehend what isin the future. Thus, the substance of our choices and our understanding is dominated
by things that have not yet occurred.

Our world today is caught up in alove affair with youth. People do al kinds of things to themsalvesin an effort to look
younger, to regain what time has taken away. By s0 doing they are demondtrating afear of what isto come. Chrigtians, on
the other hand, are committed to the proposition that the most important things for them are yet future.

Secondly, Hebrews 11:1 holds that the invisible things are more important than the things that are seen. What isthe
difference between a house and a home? True, both are physical structures, buildings in which people resde. But there are
vadt differences between them. A house may be a cold, foreboding structure, without welcome, laughter or joy. The
residents may be uneasy with each other and lack commitment to each other. That building may be a house, but it isnot a
home. Y et another building, which is smilar in Sructure to the house, can be called ahome becausein it is living a committed,
loving family. In that home joy and hospitdity are expressed toward vigtors, but from the outsde these are invisble qudlities;
they cannot be measured or seen.

So while both buildings look dike, what is going on indde them iswhat transforms one from a house into a home.

In amuch more profound way, the Scriptures declare that it is the invisble things, the things we cannot touch or control that
make life worth living. And these vadues come from a God whom we cannot touch, yet who is utterly sovereign and powerful
and loving. It is his presence and purpose in our lives that ought to be supremely important even though they remain unseen
and intangible.

The gpostle Peter described what makes awoman attractive in these words from his letter, “Y our adornment must not be
merely externd braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewdry, or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden person of the heart,
with the imperishable qudity of agentle and quiet spirit, which is preciousin the sght of God” (1 Peter 3:3-4). What God
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cares about is not the way we look, not the externd, visble things. The human heart at its best level does not care about the
way things gppear. It is the unseen things that are supremely important.

If we will be men and women of faith, the chalenge for usisto increasingly rgect the vaues that are based only on tangible,
visble, momentary things and choose, instead, a course in life which isinformed by our hope in the future, by an invisble
God who iswith us every moment.

Hebrews 11:6 tells uswhat pleases God: “...without faith it isimpossible to please Him, for he who comesto God must
believe that He is, and that He is arewarder of those who seek Him.” The beginning of alife of faith isafairly smplething. It
does not require cleaning up your bad habits, years of study, or being born into the right family. The life of faith begins with
two smple, fundamenta requirements: recognition that God exists, and recognition that he is worth knowing; he rewards
those who seek him, he answerstheir initiative. Thet isthe sarting point for the life of faith, for that which pleases God. We
do not get it dl at once. Faith is something that grows. It is begun smply and it becomes the way by which we please God,
by which we learn to know what is vauable and what is not.

Now let us consder the five examples of that kind of faith that are given in the first 12 verses. Hebrews 11 is a short course
in Old Testament history and theology, a magnificent march through many of the accounts of the Old Testament, each of
which illugtrates the importance of the life of faith. Five of these accounts are before us now. They are: the creation, the story
of Cain and Abdl, the stories of Enoch, of Noah, and of Abraham and Sarah.

Themore | have consdered these examples, the more convinced | am that what the author of Hebrews did—-especidly in
these opening introductory discussions of Old Testament history—was raise five concerns of the human heart that are true for
every one of us. He is making reference to questions that reverberate in every single human mind, when we dlow them to do
0. Chrigians and non-Chrigtians dike cal out for answersin these areas. What we learn here is that the life of faith-alife
that trusts aliving God, that is empowered by him and seeks him and follows him-is alife that answers the needs of al human
hearts.

Take the story of creation. Hebrews 11:3 says, “ By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God,
50 that what is seen was not made out of things which areinvisble.” The physica universe was caled into place by the word
of God. Prior to everything that is known in creation-the laws, the substance of the physicd universe, etc.—prior to dl those
things was the triune God—mmutable, invisble, eterna. His word created dl that can be seen. The writer of Hebrews has
dated severd times throughout this book that the first things are the most Important things. The older things are superior to
the newer things. So the invisible, eterna nature of God, which existed before anything physica existed, and spoke into being
that which isvigble, is pre-eminent.

Recently, the Nobd Prizes for 1986 were awarded to brilliant men and women in physics and chemistry and other scientific
pursuits. Some of them have spent their lives investigating the remarkable properties of the tiny particles that make up atoms,
how they interact with each other, etc. Rich and prestigious Nobed Prizes are given each year to those who discover what the
visbleworld islike. But the Nobe Committee does not award aprize in godliness.

However, those who know God, those who have studied and learned of him, those who have walked with him and sensed

his Spirit in ther lives-they know the greatest truth. They know the One who isinvisble and eternd and who preceded the

created world. They have sudied what isredly worth knowing in life, and if anybody should be commended it is those who
have grown in knowledge of God and obedience to him.

Faith That Pleases God, Hebrews 11:1-12, Catalog No. 4014 - page 3



When the cregtion is mentioned, the question of origins, of purpose arises. The question, How did we become the way we
are-is one of the most frequently asked of dl questions. Chrigtians and non-Chrigtians dike want an answer to that. But it is
only men and women with faith in God who arrive at answers to that gripping question of the heart. They know God and thus
they come to undergtand their origins.

We find the second example presented in thislist of the men of old who gained gpprova in Hebrews 11:4, in the story of
Adam’s sons. Two brothers, Cain and Abdl, interacted with the created world and each produced something as aresult of
his efforts. Each brought what he had produced to God, and God said to Abd, “I accept your sacrifice,” but to Cain he said,
“I rgect yours’ (cf Genesis 4:3-5). The difference, aswe are told here in Hebrews (it is less gpparent in Genes's), was that
Abd produced his offering by faith and Cain did not. Cain set out on his own, by the strength of his own hand, gpart from
God, to do what he did, and his offering was rejected. But because Abd humbly trusted God in his work, his sacrifice was
accepted. Abel had trusted the Lord for what he did and Cain had not.

In this story an issueis being raised that isimportant to everyone. We cannot escape it. The question is one of
productiveness, of accomplishment. Everybody was born into this world having a desire to accomplish something. Wedl
want to leave our mark, to have our lives amount to something. We are made in the image of our cregtive God. Heisa
master maker and producer and we, in hisimage, long to be productive ourselves. Cain and Abd did what God commanded
of humanity, that they should go out and subdue the earth, giving it order and making it productive for them. They both did
what they were made to do, except one of them did it by faith and one of them did it without reference to God &t all.
Eventually the one who had regjected God became a murderer, and lost hisway.

The desire to be productiveis naturd to dl of us. The choice we have to make is whether we will live by faith in our desire.
What mark do you want to leave in life? One of the Greek philosophers said that before desth everybody should write a
book, build a house and father a child. Everybody ought to make a mark. Everybody ought to do something—work with
their hands, with their minds, and interact with other human beings. God crested us to have dominion over the world. We are
cregtive because we are made in hisimage. Some would create works of art; others found businesses, or raise children, or
sarve in government. All of us, without having to try at dl, have been given the inner longing to do something thet isworth
doing.

Abd trusted God and Cain did not. We have the same choice. Do we do al we are doing by the power and wisdom of
God? Do we long for his approval, his presence? Do we regject the opportunities and the offers that would steer us away
from him? The desre to be productive requires that we live by faith in carrying out those desires.

Thefirgt issue was origins, the second concerned productivity. Now, thirdly, in the case of Enoch, the question that arises
concerns the longing for answers with regard to mortality, with birth and desth. What is the purpose of human life? Why do
things deteriorate and die? Here again, who has not a some point in hislife wondered a the cycle of life and death? At the
end of each year we usualy seein cartoons the old year depicted in the form of a doddering old man, and the new year
portrayed by abrand new baby born into the world. We dways wonder at that cycle. We aretold very little about Enoch in
the Old Testament. Consider this reference from Genesis.

Enoch lived sixty-five years, and became the father of Methuselah. Then Enoch walked with God three
hundred years after he became the father of Methuselah, and he had other sons and daughters. So al the days
of Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him.
(Genesis 5:21-24)
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Enoch walked with God and kept on walking and never died. He had discovered in his search for the answers about birth
and deeth such an intimacy with God that the lord deemed it gppropriate to continue the walk into eternity, without Enoch’s
having to suffer physical desth.

What began Enoch’'s search, evidently, was the birth of hisfirst son, which occurred when Enoch was sixty-five years old.
Something in the birth of Methuselah made Enoch seek answers to the mysterious cycle of human life and deeth. Something
about seeing his own son born into the world, and his redlization that God had used him in the process of cresting another
human being, was ingrumenta in his seeking the living God. For the next three hundred years he talked with God, waked
with him and learned of him and eventualy went into his presence.

| have spoken with many fathers who were present & the birth of their children. Most count that experience as one of the
most remarkable occasions they can remember. They were overwhelmed at the redization that they played a part in the birth
of the next generation. Evidently some of those emotions motivated Enoch to become a seeker of an answer al of us want to
know. What is the story of human mortdity and why isit s0? Asaresult of that, by faith, Enoch the seeker waked with God.
Hislifeisadirring example of what it can mean to ask the natura human questions and find their answersin ardationship
with the Lord.

The fourth of these Old Testament individuas who is brought before usis Noah. Noah lived in the most wicked generation
mankind has ever known, so wicked that God regretted the fact that he had ever creasted human beings, and he determined
to destroy that wickedness. But Noah was a righteous man. Peter called him “a preacher of righteousness.” It was Noah's
life and Noah' s response to God that showed his contemporaries what they had become. It was Noah who made salvation
possible for hisfamily. It was Noah who condemned the sin of his generation, and it was Noah who shone as a beacon
againg wickednessin hisworld.

Itisnaturad for Chrigtians and non-Chrigtians dike to hope for the eradication of evil, to long to be part of the fight against
what is ugly and snful in the world. The Saturday morning television cartoons for children have a panoply of beautiful,
muscular heroes who fight againgt the despicably evil forces arrayed againg them. Children love the idea that good should
fight againg evil and that good should triumph. Thereis something terrible about a degraded humanity and we ought to do
something abouit it. That isanaturdl human desire.

Noah is given as an example of somebody who by faith engaged in the bettle. By faith he shone as abeacon in his
generation. By faith he had something to say to awicked world. By fath he provided sdvation for hisfamily. By faith he
became involved in standing against wickedness.

Such alife ought to be true of Chrigians. Evangdica Chrigtians have probably recovered more willingnessin the last ten or
fifteen yearsto get involved in ressting wickedness in the world than had been the case for some generations. While not dl of
that involvement iswise or proper, much of it is. The sense that we can do something and say something and somehow stand
againg the trashing of human life and the exdtation of depravity is commendable. But it is not going to be proper if we leave
God out of the process, if our vaues are only earthly, if we are doing it for our best interests. Unless we fight the battle by
fath, we have logt everything that isworth fighting for. The desireis proper. The desreis universd. The question is, by what
means do we seek to accomplish our ends?

Thefifth illustration given us is the story of Abraham’s family. Abraham and Sarah departed aland where they were

comfortable and went to an unknown place. Againg dl odds they trusted God for afamily. By faith they began the process
of finding ahome, building afamily, cresting a community and putting down roots.
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Again, we discover in the life of this family ahuman need that is universa. Everyone is born with a desire for ahome, adesire
to be part of a community of people who care about one another. Community, rootedness, home, family, shared life-we
were made to long for those things. We cannot live without them, save in a stunted and deprived way. Christians and non-
Chrigians dlike long for what God gave Abraham and Sarah. Many of us, however, will seek to find rootedness, family and
community and leave God out of the picture. If we do, we will fall.

It isby faith that Abraham and Sarah took off on their adventure. Ultimately they redlized that, whatever they experienced
aong theway, what they redly longed to have was “a city that had foundations whose architect and builder is God.”

The same desire for ahome is expressed in Psalm 107:

Oh give thanksto the LORD,
for He is good,
For His lovingkindnessis everlagting.
L et the redeemed of the LORD say S0,
Whom He has redeemed from
the hand of the adversary
And gathered from the lands,
From the east and from the west,
From the north and from the south.
They wandered in the wilderness in a desert regior
They did not find away to an inhabited city.
They were hungry and thirsty;
Thar soul fainted within them.
Then they cried out to the LORD in their trouble;
He ddivered them out of their distresses.
He led them aso by a straight way,
To go to an inhabited city.
Let them give thanks to the LORD for
His lovingkindness,
And for His wonders to the sons of men!
For He has satisfied the thirsty soul,
And the hungry soul He hasfilled
with what is good. (Psalm 107:1-9)

God has placed within us a desire to be part of acommunity. But he and he doneis the one who can meet that desire.
Ultimatdly, in seeking it from him, we find that what we redlly want is his presence. The only inhabited city that is ultimately
satidfying to usis the one tha is not built in thisworld.

Let mereview briefly. The creation account of the Bible answers our need to know about our origins and purpose. “By faith
we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God.”

What about productiveness? What about the question of dominion? It is by faith that Abel’s having dominion over the earth

accomplished something. “He obtained the testimony,” it says. He received the commendation that he was righteous,
subgtantia. worth something.
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What about the question of life and desth and why we are subject to these things? In answering that question, Enoch sought
God'sface. And he walked more and more with God so that he went past death.

What about the fight againgt evil, the desire to stand against human degradation? It was by faith that Noah spoke the word of
God in his generation and was provided a means of sdvation for hisfamily.

What about a home, the desire of every heart to belong somewhere? Ultimately the home we are looking for isthe city that
has foundations, whose architect and builder is God himsdif.

We are dl familiar with the phrase, “Y ou bet your life” Itisaway of giving arather graphic affirmative in responseto a
question. The comedian Groucho Marx once named a zany televison game show You Bet Your Life In hishandsit became
afunny notion. But, as a matter of fact, betting your life is serious business. Every sngle one of uswill bet our lives on
something. We cannot escape doing s0. We will bet our lives on the wisdom of our dma mater, the “mother of our soul,” on
the wisdom of the world, the financid page, on old wives tdes, or something dse.

Or we will bet our lives by faith on the authority, the power and the love of Jesus Chridt. If we make that bet, if we begin
trugting him, and are willing to face whatever life throws & us, having no vaues but his and no power but his, we become
part of that extraordinary group of people that chapter Hebrews 11 exalts, people of whom it will finaly be said, “the world
isnot worthy.” Redlizing that a some time-in some way—you are going to bet your life. | urge you to be men and women of
fath.

Scripture quotations are taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE (“NASB”). © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968,
1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995, 1996 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.
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