
What is Faith?

Hebrews 11

Have you ever had to respond to someone who asks, “Why is God going to 

send me to hell just because I don’t believe in Jesus?” Many of us have had 

to face that issue when we have sought to present the gospel to those who 

are not Christians. I don’t for now want to discuss the issue of whether it is 

possible for someone to be saved through another religion. I want to raise the 

issue of what it means to believe, and perhaps we can then come back to 

answer that question, why it matters what we believe.

What does it mean to believe? For many of us it is only a matter of what we 

think,  that  it  concerns what we think is true,  and that  to believe in Jesus 

means to hold that it is true that he died for our sins and rose again to bring 

us eternal life. There are many who think that it means we must believe in  

God,  that  is,  accept  that  there  is  a God who is somehow connected with 

Jesus, who gave the Ten Commandments and the Golden Rule, and who will 

let  those who agree with  this  into  heaven after  they die.  Many people do 

believe, in that sense, but that is not Christian belief. 

There are those today who say that it does not matter what you believe, as 

long as you believe something. And no matter  what you believe, God still  

loves and accepts us because after all we are all honestly believing what we 

think is the truth. And God is whomever we believe him to be, even if that god 

is not recognisable to others. For instance, it was reported once that Alanis 

Morrissette will make her screen debut playing god. She said that the role 

was a breeze because both she and the movie director believe that god is us, 

and so there is no preparation needed. After all, if you believe you are god in  

everyday life, it’s not that difficult to portray god in a movie. Just be yourself!

But even among Christians we find many who hold that it doesn’t matter what 

beliefs Christians have as long as they are loving, kind and honest. In fact  

Christians have made something of a virtue out of indifference to what it is 

that  we  believe,  as  we  can  see  from  the  doctrinal  confusion, 

misunderstandings, and ignorance of Scripture which is rife throughout the 

© Chris Gousmett, 2016 1



church. After all, if we believe in God, somehow, anyhow, and read our Bibles 

and pray, isn’t that enough? Isn’t that what God wants of us?

Unfortunately,  the  Scriptures  indicate  otherwise,  as  the  passage  from 

Hebrews 11 indicates to us. Often we read this chapter as a catalogue of the 

heroic  qualities  of  those  people  who  believed,  as  if  it  were  those  heroic 

qualities that matter. But this chapter is not a list of admirable people, heroic 

people, good examples to follow, who can make us feel good about being 

believers. It  is not to help us feel  that believing is not something wimpish,  

because after all these people were not wimps! That is not it at all. Hebrews 

11 is about what it means to believe, and to believe is not simply to hold a  

certain set of ideas, but to live in accordance with what we believe. These 

people of  faith are listed here for our instruction, not because they simply 

believed, but because they acted in accordance with their belief.

By faith Abel offered a sacrifice…

By faith Enoch pleased God…

By faith Noah built an ark…

By faith Abraham went out not knowing where he was going…

By faith Jacob blessed his sons…

By faith Moses left Egypt…

By faith the people passed through the Red Sea…

and so on, and so on. Even the writer of the letter to the Hebrews says he 

doesn’t have time to tell  about many others he could name, who also had 

faith and who therefore engaged in many great deeds. 

What is this chapter saying to us? It is not simply listing a lot of brave people,  

who did many great deeds, so that we can imitate them by also being brave, 

strong,  courageous,  assured  and  confident  in  whatever  we do.  The  Bible 

never asks us to imitate the deeds of others. That would not produce faith in  

us, because faith does not come from being brave and courageous. We are 

not called to do great deeds because Noah, Abraham, Moses, Samuel, David 
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and others performed great deeds, and if we want to be faithful to God we 

had better also be like them. Nowhere are we given role models on which we 

can pattern our lives. That is not what the Bible is about. Rather, the Bible 

gives us these stories to illustrate to us what it means to have faith. 

Hebrews 11 catalogues for us many of those the Bible says were people of 

faith, so we can go back to the original stories and read about how they lived,  

and from that learn how we too can be faithful  to God. But we cannot be 

faithful to God by imitating others who did great deeds, or seeking to replicate 

their moral virtues, or modelling ourselves on their strength of character. The 

Bible  instead  catalogues  these  people  to  show that  to  have  faith  in  God 

means  to  live  in  accordance  with  that  faith,  regardless  of  the 

consequences, regardless of how this is regarded by others,  regardless of  

how we are disadvantaged or ridiculed or condemned as a result. To have 

faith, Hebrews 11 says, is to act on that faith no matter what. 

We have unfortunately reduced faith from that which directs us throughout 

life, guiding us in everything we do, motivating us and sustaining us in our 

activities, to a mere set of ideas which we hold. Those ideas are often without 

any consequences for us, without any significance, without any impact on our 

daily lives. What we believe does not challenge us, does not shame us into 

action, does not attract others. Coming back then to the question of why God 

should condemn someone just because they do not believe in Jesus, we can 

start to get a handle on the answer. God does not condemn people simply 

because they have the wrong ideas about Jesus, but because in not believing 

in Jesus they therefore believe something else. It is often overlooked by most 

Christians, and therefore by nearly every non-Christian in this secular society, 

that it is not that those who do not have faith in Jesus do not have any faith at 

all,  but  that  instead  they  have  faith  in  something  else.  Faith  is  an  inbuilt  

function of human existence, a manner of being, an unavoidable aspect of 

being human. G K Chesterton once said that people who do not believe in  

God do not believe in nothing, they believe in anything. To be a human is to 

have faith. To have no faith at all, is an impossibility for us. The problem is, a  

great many people have the wrong faith, that is, they have faith in something 

other than God. And that is where the problems lie. 
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It  is not that God is simply jealous, wanting everyone to have faith in him,  

rather than someone or something else, and resenting those who do have 

faith in someone or something else and therefore condemning them to hell. It 

is not even that it is better for us to have faith in God than to have faith in an  

idol,  a  god-substitute,  as if  it  were a matter  of  what  is  most  beneficial  or 

advantageous for us. No, it comes back to what the writer to the Hebrews is 

trying to tell us. Faith is what is behind how we live. Faith is what guides and 

motivates us, faith is what makes a Christian different from a non-Christian, 

not  because  it  makes  them  better  people,  more  moral,  more  loving  and 

honest, or more pleasant to be with. What makes a Christian different from a 

non-Christian is that they live differently. They do not follow the ways of those 

around them, but follow a different path, have a different purpose in life, a  

different vision for the future towards which they are working.

The writer to the Hebrews does not specify that everyone has faith, but that  

he refers to faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, rather than faith in  

the  wrong god.  He simply  talks  about  faith,  assuming that  everyone  who 

reads  this  letter  knows  that  he  means  faith  in  God  rather  than  faith  in  

something else. And it is evident from his letter that this is what he means.  

For him, then, faith results in action which is at odds with the actions of those 

who do not believe - not because they are without faith, but because they 

have the wrong faith. Those who believe differently live differently. Those who 

believe in other gods live in different ways to those who believe in the one 

True and Living God. 

Perhaps  the  biggest  problem  we face  in  the  church  today,  is  that  many 

Christians no longer know what it means to have faith. Not only have we lost 

sight of the fact that those who believe must therefore live differently from 

those who do not believe, we have even lost sight of what it means for us to  

believe. It is not to accept a set of ideas. We have often heard that we must 

distinguish between “intellectual beliefs” and “saving faith,” as if there was a 

real  difference,  just  as  we  have  tried  to  distinguish  between  “nominal” 

Christians and “believing” Christians, because there are so many people in 

the  church who “believe”  in  God,  but  whose belief  does not  result  in  any 

difference in their lives. We do this without realising that the problem is not 
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how fervently or how actively we engage in our faith, but the fact that what we 

believe is often so far removed from what the Scriptures describe as faith in 

God.

If we are truly to claim that we believe in God, then it will become evident in 

our lives. And that is not just to say that we will be more moral, more honest,  

more loving, more reliable, more diligent at our work, than others, for often 

sad to say non-Christians out-perform Christians on almost every front. And 

when  that  is  recognised,  the  non-Christians  rightly  ask  why  they  should 

become Christians when the standards of our lives are so much lower than 

theirs. Even if they are prepared to acknowledge that Christians are as good 

as them, they see no reason to become Christians because there seems to 

be no difference between them and the Christians, except for some rather 

odd ideas Christians are supposed to hold to. 

It is long past time that Christians need to recognise that being a Christian is  

not about being more moral, being more respectable, more clean living, more 

upright, than others. It is not about being better people, it is not about having 

higher standards, it is about faith - faith in God, rather than faith in a god-

substitute. But having faith is not, as I have said, just accepting some ideas 

about God, about Jesus and his death on the cross, his resurrection, about 

having sins forgiven. Faith is about the character of our lives, the purpose of  

our lives, the very meaning of our existence.

What is it that we believe we are here for? What is the purpose of being a 

human being, let alone a Christian? The strange thing we find when we read 

the Scriptures attentively, is that we find there what the purpose of human life 

is all about. Why are there humans at all? Is there any point to our existence? 

What  on  earth  are  we  supposed  to  be  doing  with  our  lives?  These  are 

questions for which the Scriptures alone can provide real answers, and these 

answers form the essence of Christian faith. But because we have failed to 

read the Scriptures with such questions in mind, we have instead taken them 

to be a set of moral rules and guidelines, stories of people who are moral 

examples to imitate, instructions on how to be good, and thus how to follow 

the rules required by God in order for us to be let into heaven when we die.
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Let us then look briefly at what the Scriptures tell us about the purpose of 

human  life.  God  created  this  world,  indeed  the  entire  universe,  for  his 

pleasure, and all that exists belongs to him and him alone. He created human 

beings and placed them on earth so that they could care for this earth, to tend 

it and manage it for him, watching over the plants and animals, and caring for  

each  other  as  we  engage  in  this  task.  We  were  created  to  explore  and 

investigate, examine and understand the world given into our stewardly care, 

and to bring forth from it new inventions, the product of human hands, the fruit 

of our endeavours, to enrich, to increase and to enhance the glory of God 

through revealing what is possible from what he has made for us to work with.  

All of our activities are to be directed towards this one aim: to show what we 

can do with the riches that God has entrusted to us, which he has given us 

abilities, skills, talents and understanding to work with and put into his service 

in this way. 

The goal of all our activity is to be directed towards the kingdom of God: that  

is,  the acknowledgement  and submission of  all  things to  God as the sole 

rightful ruler, judge and owner of the world we are given to take care of. It is 

for his reputation, his honour and his praise that we are to do all that is given 

to us to do, regardless of what that is. And all that we do, every little activity, 

every major undertaking, of any sort whatsoever, is our contribution towards 

this great and glorious task entrusted to human beings and human beings 

alone: to care for the earth and each other,  and for all  that is found here, 

every living thing, every mineral, every part of the earth. 

In spite of our sin, this great task has not been rescinded. It remains still what 

it  is  we  are  created  to  do.  But  because  of  our  sin,  we  have  alienated 

ourselves from God, rebelled against him, repudiated his rule over us, and we 

have set out to do what we are gifted and called by God to do for his honour  

and praise, for our own profit and gratification instead. God did not give up on 

his  creation,  he did  not  abandon this  goal.  Instead,  he initiated  a plan  of  

redemption  that  progressed  through  the  centuries  little  by  little,  until  it  

culminated  in  the  coming  of  his  own  son  to  live  among  us  and  by  his  

redemption bring us back to God. We who are Christians then know why we 

are here, we know what it is we are meant to be doing, and we know how the 
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wrong direction we have taken and the consequent destructiveness of  our 

lives can be put right: by faith in God. 

This then is the task before us: to come to recognise that to be people of God 

is to live according to the original plan he put in place: to be the stewards of  

creation,  using  all  our  gifts,  abilities,  skills,  talents  and  understanding  in  

working with the world God has made, to explore it, investigate it, to examine 

it  and  invent  ways to  manufacture  things  from  it,  so  that  everyone  might 

benefit and be supported and sustained as they engage in their task as God’s  

stewards. This then means that by faith, we will live differently to those who 

are still in rebellion against God, who have usurped the place of the master 

instead of remaining as the servant. We will be doing whatever it is we do in 

life in working towards another goal entirely: the coming of the kingdom of  

God. By faith, we will be different to those around us. By faith we will be in 

conflict with those who refuse to acknowledge God. That is because faith is 

the root of life, out of which everything else flows. If we have a different faith,  

then we will lead a different life, oriented towards a different goal, driven by a  

different purpose, focused on a different task. We will be different, and we will 

not be ashamed of being different!

Coming back then again to the original question, “Why is God going to send 

me to hell just because I don’t believe in Jesus?” We can start to provide an 

adequate answer.  Those who do not believe in Jesus, are those who still  

refuse to acknowledge that God is ruler over all  creation, and that we are 

merely his stewards who are answerable to him for everything that we do. It is 

only by means of faith in Jesus that we are renewed, that we are redeemed, 

that we have our sins forgiven and our lives restored to wholeness, and that 

we begin to engage in the task for which we were created: to be the stewards 

of the whole creation under the rule of God. Those who do not believe are still  

persisting in their rebellion, still bound by sin, still engaged in self-gratification 

and self-glorification,  exploiting,  pillaging and manipulating the  creation  for 

their own ends, and this the owner will not tolerate. This world belongs to 

God,  and  those  who  abuse  and  misuse  and  contaminate  it  will  have  to 

answer to him! 
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But it  also means that we can start  to take such questions and turn them 

around. If we insist on focusing on why God would send to hell someone who 

does not believe in Jesus, then the answer is almost defined by the question, 

only those who believe in Jesus will go to heaven. Is that not what we usually 

respond to such questions? Christians have unfortunately focused so much 

on what  happens after  we die,  emphasising the  eternal  fate  we face,  the 

choice between heaven and hell, that we have missed sight of what it is we 

are actually here to do. And because for various reasons the whole prospect  

of heaven and hell is rather remote from modern life, there seems to be little  

that Christians have to say to the modern world, or even the post-modern 

world. And even Christians seem to have lost the courage to insist on this 

approach. How often do you hear the punishment of hell proclaimed? How 

often is the promise of heaven held out as the reward for believing or for good 

behaviour? Is the gospel we proclaim more often about how to avoid one and 

attain the other? “Come to Jesus and be saved” often means little more than 

going to heaven when you die, and in the meantime, try to be good to make 

sure you don't miss out.

It  is no wonder with such a simplistic, shallow and fundamentally mistaken 

gospel that we are able to persuade so few people to take it seriously, and it  

is no wonder that many churches in New Zealand are so close to empty. And 

it is no wonder that this is one of the most secularised countries on earth. We 

have lost sight of the true gospel that alone gives a worthwhile challenge to  

those who embrace it. We are not about calling people to believe so they will  

go to heaven when they die, Christianity is all about changing the world we 

live in here and now! By proclaiming the rule of God over all things, we can 

present the gospel with a challenge that is enough to entice the most cynical  

and jaded members of Generation-X, the fading aspirations of the baby boom 

generation,  the  tired  and  despondent  generation  that  lived  through  the 

depression,  and the hopelessness of  the  teenagers who are faced with  a 

rapidly disintegrating society. For all those who despair of being able to gain 

an education, of finding employment, paying for their health care, and that of  

their parents and grandparents, of providing for their retirement, of deciding 

which foods are safe to eat and which are possibly going to injure them or  

their unborn children, the hope of the Gospel is there. 
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Christians are called to  change the world.  We  are called to  repent  of  our 

rebellion against the God of all Creation, who rules over all things and calls us 

to obey him in all that we do. We are called to place our faith in God, and 

through that faith to so live that we can come to grips with the problems of a 

rapidly disintegrating society we see around us. We are called to follow the 

Scriptures, to see how they guide us in how we should live, how we should 

order our lives and direct our paths, so that we can, by the grace of God and 

the help of the Holy Spirit, put our skills, gifts, intelligence and talents, to work 

at the task for which God gave them to us: to care for this world as he wants it 

to be cared for, and to care for each other as we engage in that task, sharing 

the riches, the food, the benefits, the pleasures of this earth with everyone. 

Only then will we be able to escape from the mire of economic selfishness,  

rampant  moral  decay,  structural  social  injustice,  governmental  corruption, 

endemic crime, famine, war, racism, hatred, and every other evil that stalks 

this earth unchecked. 

Christians, stand up and go forth into the world in faith, refusing to follow the 

path of those who do not believe. Be strong in faith, because in faith we can 

see  where  we are  to  go,  which  direction  to  take,  which  ways to  employ 

ourselves in God’s service, so that in everything, he and he alone will receive 

all the glory, praise and honour from everything that we do. May he grant us 

the grace to so live. 
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