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Introduction 
Faith is only as good as what it rests on. That is the thesis of this study, and everything else 
follows from it. 

Few words are used more often in church, and few are examined less. We hear it in prayers, 
sermons, songs and hallway encouragement: “Just have faith.” “You’ve got to believe.” These 
phrases sound spiritual, and they are usually well meant. But taken as they stand, they are 
incomplete sentences. They have a verb and no object. 

To say “I have faith” invites an immediate question: faith in whom, or in what? To say “I 
believe” invites the same: believe whom? Believe what? The answer to that question is not a 
detail. It decides whether the faith is well placed or misplaced, whether it will hold or collapse. 

This study takes a closer look at faith by asking four questions: 

1. Are faith, belief and trust the same thing? 
2. What kind of activity is faith — is it something only religious people do? 
3. Why does faith always require an object, and what is the right object? 
4. What does Scripture, Old Testament and New, show us about faith in action? 

The destination is this: biblical faith is not merely faith in God in the abstract. It is confidence in 
God’s character — that He is who He says He is and will do what He says He will do — and 
therefore confidence in His word. Scripture is the record of both. 

Faith, Belief, Trust: Are They the Same? 
In Scripture, yes — substantially. Faith, believing and trust describe one activity of the mind 
from slightly different angles. The differences we feel between them come mostly from English, 
not from the Bible. 

The English problem 

English has a noun, faith, but no matching verb. We cannot say “I faith God.” So translators 
reach for a different word, believe, to carry the verb. The reader of an English Bible can easily 
conclude that faith and believing are two things, when the original languages treat them as one. 
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Everyday English adds a second problem. “I believe” has weakened into “I suppose” or “I’m 
fairly sure”: I believe the meeting is at three. Meanwhile “faith” has drifted toward something 
religious, emotional or even irrational. Neither drift matches the biblical words. 

The New Testament words 

Greek uses one word family where English uses three — faith, belief and trust: 

Greek Part of speech Usual English rendering 
pistis noun faith, belief, faithfulness 
pisteuō verb believe, trust, have faith 
pistos adjective faithful, trustworthy, believing 

When John writes “believe” (John 3:16) and Paul writes “faith” (Romans 5:1), they are using the 
same root. To believe is to exercise faith. 

The adjective pistos works in two directions. Said of God, it means “faithful” — the One who 
can be trusted: “God is faithful” (1 Corinthians 10:13). Said of a person, it can mean “believing” 
— the one who does the trusting. Paul writes of slaves who have “believing masters” (1 
Timothy 6:2). And Jesus told Thomas, literally, “Do not be unbelieving, but believing” (John 
20:27; the ESV renders it “Do not disbelieve, but believe”). One word covers both sides of the 
relationship: the trustworthy One and the one who trusts Him. 

The Old Testament words 

Hebrew offers a cluster of related words: 

• ’aman — to be firm, steady, reliable. In the verb form translated “believe” (he’emin), it 
means to consider a person or a word firm and reliable, and so to lean your weight on it. 
Fittingly, the verb is normally followed by its object: one believes in someone or believes 
something. It is the root behind amen: “that is firm; so be it.” Genesis 15:6: Abram 
“believed the LORD.” 

• ’emunah — firmness, steadiness, faithfulness. Used of Moses’ hands held steady 
(Exodus 17:12) and of God’s own faithfulness (Lamentations 3:23). Habakkuk 2:4: “the 
righteous shall live by his faith.” 

• batach — to trust, to feel secure, to rely on. Proverbs 3:5: “Trust in the LORD with all 
your heart.” 

• chasah — to take refuge. Psalm 2:12: “Blessed are all who take refuge in him.” 

The Hebrew picture is concrete: to believe is to put your weight on something firm. That image 
will matter throughout this study. 

Where trust fits 

If there is a difference in emphasis, it is this. Believe leans toward accepting something as true. 
Trust leans toward relying on it — acting on what you accept. Biblical faith includes both. To 

https://www.esv.org/John+3:16/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+5:1/
https://www.esv.org/1+Corinthians+10:13/
https://www.esv.org/1+Timothy+6:2/
https://www.esv.org/1+Timothy+6:2/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:27/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:27/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+15:6/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+17:12/
https://www.esv.org/Lamentations+3:23/
https://www.esv.org/Habakkuk+2:4/
https://www.esv.org/Proverbs+3:5/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+2:12/
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believe that a chair will hold you and then refuse to sit in it is not quite belief at all. Scripture 
does not know a faith that agrees in principle but never puts its weight down (James 2:17–20). 

Faith Is an Ordinary Function of the Mind 
Everyone exercises faith, every day, many times a day. The capacity to believe and trust is a 
normal function of the human mind, as ordinary as remembering or reasoning. There is nothing 
inherently spiritual about it. 

Consider how much of an ordinary day runs on trust: 

• The phone call. You tap a name in your contacts. You believe the phone will connect 
you to that person and not a stranger. You have never inspected the software or the 
network. 

• The bank teller. You hand cash across the counter and walk away with a slip of paper. 
You believe the money will show up in your account. 

• The paycheck. You work two weeks on the expectation that your employer will pay 
what was agreed, on the day agreed. 

• The chair. You sit down without testing it first. You have put your full weight on a belief. 
• The pharmacy. You swallow a pill you cannot identify, prepared by someone you have 

never met, because you trust the doctor, the pharmacist and the label. 
• The airplane. You board, buckle in, and fall asleep at 35,000 feet, entrusting your life to 

a pilot you never see and engineers you will never meet. 
• The GPS. You turn left in an unfamiliar city because a voice told you to. 
• History. You believe George Washington was the first U.S. president. You did not 

witness it. You accept the testimony of reliable records. 

In each case three things are present: a person or thing being trusted (the object), some basis 
for trusting it (track record, testimony, reputation, a promise), and an action that follows 
(dialing, depositing, sitting, boarding). 

What this means 

Several things follow from noticing this. 

Faith is not the opposite of reason. These everyday beliefs are reasonable. They rest on 
evidence: experience, testimony, the known reliability of the object. Biblical faith works the 
same way. It is not believing without reasons. It is trusting someone whose word has proven 
reliable. 

Faith is not a special talent. Some Christians say, “I’m just not a person of great faith.” But they 
trust their bank, their doctor and their car every day. The issue is rarely the ability to believe. It 
is what, or whom, they have come to know well enough to trust. 

https://www.esv.org/James+2:17-20/


4 

Faith is not a feeling. No one feels a surge of emotion when they sit in a chair. Trust can 
produce feelings — peace, relief, confidence — but it is not itself a feeling. 

When faith fails, the object failed. If a bank collapses and the deposit is lost, the depositor’s 
faculty of trust worked perfectly well. The bank was the problem. Faith was placed in 
something that turned out unreliable. 

What makes faith saving or biblical is not a different mental faculty. It is the same human 
capacity directed toward a different object: God, and what He has said. 

Faith Requires an Object 
“I have faith” is grammatically and logically incomplete. Faith is a transitive activity: it always 
reaches toward something. Remove the object and nothing is left but an attitude with nowhere 
to go. 

We already know this in ordinary life. If a friend said, “I have total trust,” you would ask, “In 
what?” If they answered, “Oh, nothing in particular — I just trust,” you would not admire their 
faith. You would worry about them. 

The value of faith is in its object 

An old illustration makes the point. Picture a frozen lake in early winter. One man is supremely 
confident and strides out onto ice an inch thick. Another man is nervous, doubtful, and creeps 
out onto ice two feet thick. 

The confident man goes through. The nervous man is held up. 

The strength of a person’s faith did not decide the outcome. The strength of the ice did. Great 
faith in a weak object fails. Small, trembling faith in a strong object holds. 

Jesus made the same point. When the disciples asked Him to increase their faith, He answered 
that faith the size of a mustard seed could uproot a tree (Luke 17:5–6). The power was never in 
the size of the faith. It was in the One the faith rested on. 

Narrowing the object 

So the incomplete sentence must be completed. But how far? 

1. “I have faith.” Incomplete. In what? 
2. “I have faith in God.” Closer, but still thin. Which God, and what about Him? James 

observes that even demons believe God exists — and tremble (James 2:19). Agreeing 
that God is there is not yet trusting Him. 

3. “I have faith in God’s character.” Now we are getting somewhere. I trust that God is 
faithful, truthful, good, able — that He will do what He has promised to do. 

4. “I have faith in God’s word.” Most specific of all. I trust that what God has said is true 
and therefore reliable, and I act on it. 

https://www.esv.org/Luke+17:5-6/
https://www.esv.org/James+2:19/
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Hebrews 11:6 holds steps 2 and 3 together: “whoever would draw near to God must believe 
that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.” Faith believes both that God exists and 
what kind of God He is. 

The next sections develop steps 3 and 4. But first it helps to clear away some common 
misunderstandings. 

Common Misunderstandings in the Church 
Most confusion about faith in church settings comes from losing sight of the object. When the 
focus shifts from whom we trust to how much we trust, or how it feels, faith gets distorted. 

1. Faith in faith. “If you just believe hard enough, it will happen.” This makes faith itself the 
power, and God becomes almost incidental. Some teaching goes further and calls faith a 
“force” that creates reality through spoken words. But Scripture never tells us to have faith in 
our faith. Jesus said, “Have faith in God” (Mark 11:22). Faith is the hand that receives, not the 
power that produces. 

2. Faith as a feeling. Some believers conclude their faith is weak because they don’t feel 
confident. But faith is a settled conviction that God is reliable, not an emotional state. A person 
can feel anxious and still act on God’s word — and that is real faith. “I believe; help my 
unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) was an honest prayer, and Jesus answered it. 

3. Faith as a blind leap. Faith is often described as believing without evidence, or believing in 
spite of it. That is not the biblical picture. Biblical faith rests on God’s track record: what He has 
said and done in history. Hebrews 11:1 calls faith “the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen” — not a guess. 

4. Faith measured by quantity. “If you had more faith, you’d be healed.” This turns faith into a 
currency we accumulate to obtain results. The mustard-seed teaching (Luke 17:5–6) points the 
other way: what matters is the object, not the amount. 

5. Faith as a meritorious work. Faith is sometimes treated as the one good deed God requires 
— our contribution to salvation. But faith is the opposite of earning. It simply relies on what 
someone else has done. That is why Paul can set faith against works: “by grace you have been 
saved through faith… not a result of works” (Ephesians 2:8–9). The merit is in the object, not in 
the act of trusting. 

6. Faith in promises God never made. This may be the most common error. People “claim by 
faith” a job, a healing, a spouse, or a specific outcome, then feel betrayed when it does not 
come. But biblical faith trusts what God has actually said. A promise God never made cannot be 
believed — only wished for. This is why faith requires knowing Scripture accurately: who a 
promise was given to, under what conditions, and what it actually says. 

https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:6/
https://www.esv.org/Mark+11:22/
https://www.esv.org/Mark+9:24/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:1/
https://www.esv.org/Luke+17:5-6/
https://www.esv.org/Ephesians+2:8-9/
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7. “Believe” as mere agreement. Saying “I believe in Jesus” can mean little more than “I agree 
He existed and was a good teacher.” Biblical belief includes agreement, but it also leans its full 
weight on Him (John 1:12; 2 Timothy 1:12). 

In every case the correction is the same: move the attention off the believer and back onto the 
One believed. 

From “Faith in God” to Faith in His Character and His Word 
To trust a person is to trust their character, and we know their character by their words and 
their track record. Faith in God works exactly this way. 

Trusting a person means trusting their character 

If you lend a friend your car, you are not trusting their existence. You are trusting their honesty, 
their care, their competence and their promise to bring it back Friday. The more you know of 
their character, the more confidently you hand over the keys. 

Psalm 9:10 puts it simply: “those who know your name put their trust in you.” In Hebrew 
thought, God’s name stands for His revealed character. Knowing Him precedes trusting Him. 
People trust God to the degree that they know what He is like. 

What Scripture says about God’s character 

Scripture’s claims about God’s reliability are direct and repeated: 

• He does not lie. “God is not man, that he should lie… Has he said, and will he not do it?” 
(Numbers 23:19). He is the God “who never lies” (Titus 1:2). “It is impossible for God to 
lie” (Hebrews 6:18). 

• He is faithful. “He who promised is faithful” (Hebrews 10:23). “Great is your 
faithfulness” (Lamentations 3:23). 

• He is able. Abraham was “fully convinced that God was able to do what he had 
promised” (Romans 4:21). 

• He does not change. “I the LORD do not change” (Malachi 3:6). 

Sarah’s faith is described in exactly these terms: she “considered him faithful who had 
promised” (Hebrews 11:11). Her faith was a judgment about God’s character. 

God’s character does not change, but His plans sometimes do. He is working with people who 
pray, turn back or walk away, and He adapts to the situation. Hezekiah was told his illness 
would end in death. He prayed, and God answered, “I have heard your prayer; I have seen your 
tears,” and added fifteen years to his life (2 Kings 20:1–6). Through Jeremiah, God describes 
responding to a nation’s choices, for good or ill (Jeremiah 18:7–10). 

Not every hardship in Scripture is God actively punishing. Often people step outside His 
protection and reap what their own choices produce: “your iniquities have made a separation 

https://www.esv.org/John+1:12/
https://www.esv.org/2+Timothy+1:12/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+9:10/
https://www.esv.org/Numbers+23:19/
https://www.esv.org/Titus+1:2/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+6:18/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+10:23/
https://www.esv.org/Lamentations+3:23/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:21/
https://www.esv.org/Malachi+3:6/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:11/
https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+20:1-6/
https://www.esv.org/Jeremiah+18:7-10/
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between you and your God” (Isaiah 59:2), and “whatever one sows, that will he also reap” 
(Galatians 6:7). When people turn back, as Nineveh did (Jonah 3:10), they return to the shelter 
they had left, and the outcome changes. 

These changes do not contradict His unchanging character; they express it. God’s mercy, justice 
and faithfulness stay constant. How they play out depends on how people respond. Even Jonah 
knew God as “a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” 
(Jonah 4:2). For faith, this means we trust who God is, not a fixed script of what He must do 
next. 

God’s word is as reliable as God 

If God’s character is trustworthy, then what He says is trustworthy. A person’s word is only as 
good as the person. Because God is truthful, faithful and able, His word is true, will be kept, and 
can be carried out. 

• “Forever, O LORD, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens” (Psalm 119:89). 
• “so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty” 

(Isaiah 55:11). 
• “Not one word of all the good promises that the LORD had made to the house of Israel 

had failed” (Joshua 21:45; compare 1 Kings 8:56). 
• “all the promises of God find their Yes in him” (2 Corinthians 1:20). 

This is why Paul can say that “faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of 
Christ” (Romans 10:17). Faith does not come from trying harder to believe. It comes from 
hearing what God has said, from a God whose character makes His word worth trusting. 

Scripture is the record 

Where do we find God’s character and God’s word? In Scripture. The Bible is the record of what 
God has said and the track record of what He has done — promises made and promises kept, 
across centuries. 

John says this plainly about his own Gospel: “these are written so that you may believe” (John 
20:31). The written record is given so that we have a reliable object for faith. 

The completed sentence, then, is: I trust God — His character and His word — as recorded in 
Scripture, and I act on what He has said. 

Old Testament Examples 
In the Old Testament, faith is consistently a response to something God said. Unbelief is 
consistently a refusal to take Him at His word. 

https://www.esv.org/Isaiah+59:2/
https://www.esv.org/Galatians+6:7/
https://www.esv.org/Jonah+3:10/
https://www.esv.org/Jonah+4:2/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+119:89/
https://www.esv.org/Isaiah+55:11/
https://www.esv.org/Joshua+21:45/
https://www.esv.org/1+Kings+8:56/
https://www.esv.org/2+Corinthians+1:20/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+10:17/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:31/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:31/
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Abraham: believing the promise 

God promised childless, elderly Abram descendants as numerous as the stars. “And he believed 
the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). Abram’s faith had specific 
content: a promise. Paul later explains that “no unbelief made him waver concerning the 
promise of God”; he was “fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised” 
(Romans 4:20–21). 

Years later God told Abraham to offer Isaac — the very son through whom the promise was to 
come (Genesis 22). Hebrews 11:17–19 says Abraham reasoned that God was able to raise Isaac 
from the dead. He held God’s promise and God’s command together because he trusted God’s 
character. 

Noah: acting on a warning 

Noah was warned of a flood no one had seen and told to build an ark. “Noah did this; he did all 
that God commanded him” (Genesis 6:22). Hebrews 11:7 says he was “warned by God 
concerning events as yet unseen.” His faith was belief in God’s word, shown by years of 
building. 

Israel at the Red Sea: seeing God keep His word 

Trapped between the sea and Pharaoh’s army, Israel heard Moses say, “Fear not, stand firm, 
and see the salvation of the LORD” (Exodus 14:13). After the crossing, “the people feared the 
LORD, and they believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses” (Exodus 14:31). Their faith grew 
as they watched God do what He said He would do. 

Kadesh-barnea: unbelief with the evidence in hand 

This is the Old Testament’s clearest picture of unbelief. God had promised Canaan. Twelve spies 
saw that it was exactly as promised. Ten reported that the inhabitants were too strong 
(Numbers 13:31–33). God’s response: “How long will they not believe in me, in spite of all the 
signs that I have done among them?” (Numbers 14:11). 

Notice what God calls their failure: not believing Him. Moses later summarizes: “Yet in spite of 
this word you did not believe the LORD your God” (Deuteronomy 1:32). Hebrews 3:19 
concludes, “they were unable to enter because of unbelief.” 

Joshua and Caleb saw the same giants. Their conclusion was different because their object was 
different: “If the LORD delights in us, he will bring us into this land… the LORD is with us; do not 
fear them” (Numbers 14:8–9). 

Hezekiah: “In whom do you now trust?” 

When Assyria besieged Jerusalem, the Assyrian field commander mocked Hezekiah with a 
question that goes straight to this study’s point: “On what do you rest this trust of yours?… In 

https://www.esv.org/Genesis+15:6/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:20-21/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+22/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:17-19/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+6:22/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:7/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+14:13/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+14:31/
https://www.esv.org/Numbers+13:31-33/
https://www.esv.org/Numbers+14:11/
https://www.esv.org/Deuteronomy+1:32/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+3:19/
https://www.esv.org/Numbers+14:8-9/
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whom do you now trust?” (2 Kings 18:19–20). He listed the possible objects — Egypt, military 
strength, even the LORD — and tried to discredit each one. 

Scripture’s verdict on Hezekiah: “He trusted in the LORD, the God of Israel” (2 Kings 18:5). God 
answered through Isaiah with a specific promise (2 Kings 19:32–34) and kept it that night (2 
Kings 19:35). 

Jehoshaphat and Isaiah: the wordplay of firmness 

Facing an overwhelming army, Jehoshaphat told Judah: “Believe in the LORD your God, and you 
will be established” (2 Chronicles 20:20). Isaiah had said the same to King Ahaz: “If you are not 
firm in faith, you will not be firm at all” (Isaiah 7:9). Both verses play on ’aman: if you do not 
stand firm on God, you will not stand firm at all. 

Daniel’s friends: trusting God’s character over the outcome 

Before the furnace, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego said, “our God whom we serve is able to 
deliver us… But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods” (Daniel 
3:17–18). They had no specific promise of rescue. They trusted God’s ability and goodness 
without dictating the outcome. Faith in God’s character does not require knowing what He will 
do. 

Of Daniel in the lions’ den: “no kind of harm was found on him, because he had trusted in his 
God” (Daniel 6:23). 

Habakkuk: living by faith when nothing makes sense 

Habakkuk could not understand God’s plan to use Babylon against Judah. God’s answer 
included the line the New Testament quotes three times (Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11; 
Hebrews 10:38): “the righteous shall live by his faith” (Habakkuk 2:4). Habakkuk closes by 
trusting God even if the fig tree fails and the stalls are empty: “yet I will rejoice in the LORD” 
(Habakkuk 3:17–18). His faith rested on who God is, not on present circumstances. 

New Testament Examples 
The New Testament continues the same pattern, now centered on Jesus. Again and again, faith 
is described as believing what He said. 

The centurion: “Only say the word” 

A Roman officer asked Jesus to heal his servant, then stopped Him from coming to the house: 
“only say the word, and my servant will be healed” (Matthew 8:8). He understood authority — 
he gave orders and they were carried out. He reasoned that Jesus’ word carried the same 
authority over sickness. Jesus said, “with no one in Israel have I found such faith” (Matthew 
8:10). What made it great was its object: Jesus’ word, with nothing else to lean on. 

https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+18:19-20/
https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+18:5/
https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+19:32-34/
https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+19:35/
https://www.esv.org/2+Kings+19:35/
https://www.esv.org/2+Chronicles+20:20/
https://www.esv.org/Isaiah+7:9/
https://www.esv.org/Daniel+3:17-18/
https://www.esv.org/Daniel+3:17-18/
https://www.esv.org/Daniel+6:23/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+1:17/
https://www.esv.org/Galatians+3:11/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+10:38/
https://www.esv.org/Habakkuk+2:4/
https://www.esv.org/Habakkuk+3:17-18/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+8:8/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+8:10/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+8:10/
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The nobleman: believing the word before seeing the result 

A royal official begged Jesus to come heal his dying son. Jesus said only, “Go; your son will live.” 
Then: “The man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him and went on his way” (John 4:50). 
He walked home on nothing but a sentence. On the road he learned his son had recovered at 
the very hour Jesus spoke. 

Mary: “a fulfillment of what was spoken” 

Told she would bear the Messiah, Mary answered, “let it be to me according to your word” 
(Luke 1:38). Elizabeth then blessed her: “blessed is she who believed that there would be a 
fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord” (Luke 1:45). That verse is nearly a 
definition of faith: believing that what God has told you will be carried out. 

Peter on the water: the object in view 

Peter asked to come to Jesus on the water, and Jesus said one word: “Come” (Matthew 14:29). 
Peter stepped out on that word. When he looked at the wind and waves, he began to sink. 
Jesus caught him: “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Matthew 14:31). Nothing about 
the water or the word had changed. What changed was where Peter was looking. 

Thomas: evidence and testimony 

Thomas refused to believe the resurrection without seeing and touching the wounds (John 
20:25). Jesus graciously gave him the evidence, then said, “Blessed are those who have not 
seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29). John immediately adds that his Gospel was written 
“so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God” (John 20:31). Those who come 
after the apostles believe on the basis of reliable eyewitness testimony, recorded in Scripture 
— the same way we believe most of what we know about history. 

Paul in the storm: “I have faith in God” 

This may be the clearest single statement of faith in the New Testament. Aboard a ship 
breaking apart in a two-week storm, Paul told the crew that an angel had assured him no lives 
would be lost (Acts 27:22–24). Then he said: “So take heart, men, for I have faith in God that it 
will be exactly as I have been told” (Acts 27:25). 

Every element of this study is in that sentence. The object: God. The content: as I have been 
told. The confidence: it will be exactly as. And the result: courage in a storm. Every person 
aboard reached land (Acts 27:44). 

Abraham revisited: Romans 4 

Paul uses Abraham as the model for Christian faith. Against all natural expectation, “in hope he 
believed against hope,” trusting what he “had been told” (Romans 4:18). He considered his own 
body and Sarah’s, and was still “fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised” 

https://www.esv.org/John+4:50/
https://www.esv.org/Luke+1:38/
https://www.esv.org/Luke+1:45/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+14:29/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+14:31/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:25/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:25/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:29/
https://www.esv.org/John+20:31/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+27:22-24/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+27:25/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+27:44/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:18/
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(Romans 4:21). Paul then applies it directly: righteousness is credited to us “who believe in him 
who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord” (Romans 4:24). 

Hebrews 11: faith’s hall of record 

Hebrews 11 surveys faith from Abel to the prophets. Its defining statement is that faith is “the 
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). Each example 
follows the same shape: God spoke, a person trusted what He said, and responded. The chapter 
notes that many “died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them 
and greeted them from afar” (Hebrews 11:13). Their confidence rested on the Promiser, not on 
seeing the result in their lifetime. 

Paul’s own confession 

Near the end of his life, imprisoned and facing execution, Paul wrote: “I know whom I have 
believed, and I am convinced that he is able to guard until that Day what has been entrusted to 
me” (2 Timothy 1:12). Note the order. He does not say what he believed, but whom. His 
confidence rests on knowing the source. 

Sometimes Faith Waits 
Faith does not always mean doing something. Often the right response to God’s word is to wait 
for Him to do what He said. Waiting is not the absence of faith; it is one of its hardest forms. 

At the Red Sea, Moses’ first instruction was not to act but to be still: “Fear not, stand firm, and 
see the salvation of the LORD… The LORD will fight for you, and you have only to be silent” 
(Exodus 14:13–14). 

Abraham was 75 when God first promised him offspring (Genesis 12:4) and 100 when Isaac was 
born (Genesis 21:5). That is twenty-five years of trusting a promise with nothing yet to show for 
it. “And thus Abraham, having patiently waited, obtained the promise” (Hebrews 6:15). The one 
time he and Sarah tried to hurry the promise along, through Hagar, the result was grief (Genesis 
16). 

Habakkuk was told the same: “If it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come; it will not delay” 
(Habakkuk 2:3). Simeon spent years “waiting for the consolation of Israel,” holding to the 
promise that he would see the Lord’s Christ before he died (Luke 2:25–26). 

Scripture commends this kind of waiting again and again: 

• “Wait for the LORD; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the LORD!” 
(Psalm 27:14) 

• “They who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength” (Isaiah 40:31) 
• “It is good that one should wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD” (Lamentations 

3:26) 
• “If we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience” (Romans 8:25) 

https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:21/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:24/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:1/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+11:13/
https://www.esv.org/2+Timothy+1:12/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+14:13-14/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+12:4/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+21:5/
https://www.esv.org/Hebrews+6:15/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+16/
https://www.esv.org/Genesis+16/
https://www.esv.org/Habakkuk+2:3/
https://www.esv.org/Luke+2:25-26/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+27:14/
https://www.esv.org/Isaiah+40:31/
https://www.esv.org/Lamentations+3:26/
https://www.esv.org/Lamentations+3:26/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+8:25/
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Waiting in faith is not passivity or resignation. It is refusing to take matters into your own hands 
because you trust God to keep His word in His time. The Hebrew picture still holds: faith puts its 
weight on something firm. Sometimes that means stepping out. Sometimes it means standing 
still. 

Faith Grows 
Faith is not fixed. It grows as a person relies on God’s word and watches it play out. Every kept 
promise adds to the track record the next act of trust rests on. 

This is how trust works everywhere. With a new bank, a new doctor or a new employer, we 
extend a little trust, and as they prove reliable, trust deepens. After twenty years of paychecks 
arriving on time, no one lies awake wondering whether the next one will. The same mind that 
learns to trust people and institutions learns to trust God the same way: by experiencing His 
faithfulness. 

“Put me to the test” 

Scripture invites this. God’s word is not only to be accepted but to be lived and found true. 

• Romans 12:2. A renewed mind is how, “by testing you may discern what is the will of 
God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:2). Older translations render 
it “prove.” God’s will is not only believed in theory; it is lived and found good. 

• Malachi 3:10. God challenged Israel to bring the full tithe: “thereby put me to the test, 
says the LORD of hosts, if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down 
for you a blessing until there is no more need” (Malachi 3:10). 

• Psalm 34:8. “Oh, taste and see that the LORD is good! Blessed is the man who takes 
refuge in him!” (Psalm 34:8). Tasting is experience, not theory. 

One distinction matters. Scripture also forbids testing God: “You shall not put the LORD your 
God to the test, as you tested him at Massah” (Deuteronomy 6:16). At Massah, Israel 
demanded, “Is the LORD among us or not?” (Exodus 17:7). Jesus quoted the verse when Satan 
urged Him to jump from the temple (Matthew 4:7). The difference is direction. Testing in 
unbelief demands that God prove Himself before we will trust Him, usually on our terms. The 
testing God invites starts with trusting His word and then watching Him confirm it. 

David: the lion, the bear and the giant 

David’s confidence against Goliath came from a personal history with God. He told Saul: “The 
LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear will deliver me 
from the hand of this Philistine” (1 Samuel 17:37). David did not manufacture courage. He 
reasoned from experience: God had been faithful before, and His character had not changed. 

https://www.esv.org/Romans+12:2/
https://www.esv.org/Malachi+3:10/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+34:8/
https://www.esv.org/Deuteronomy+6:16/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+17:7/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+4:7/
https://www.esv.org/1+Samuel+17:37/
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Remembering what God has done 

Israel was repeatedly told to build reminders. After crossing the Jordan, Joshua set up twelve 
stones so later generations would ask what they meant (Joshua 4:6–7). After a victory, Samuel 
set up a stone and named it Ebenezer: “Till now the LORD has helped us” (1 Samuel 7:12). The 
psalms rehearse God’s past acts to strengthen present trust: “I will remember the deeds of the 
LORD; yes, I will remember your wonders of old” (Psalm 77:11). 

Forgetting works the other way. Israel’s unbelief came after the plagues, the sea and the 
manna. They had the experience but did not let it shape their trust: “They forgot his works and 
the wonders that he had shown them” (Psalm 78:11), “because they did not believe in God and 
did not trust his saving power” (Psalm 78:22). 

Testing that strengthens 

Hard seasons grow faith too. Hardship is where trust gets exercised, and exercised trust gets 
stronger. 

• “The testing of your faith produces steadfastness” (James 1:3). 
• Trials come “so that the tested genuineness of your faith… may be found to result in 

praise and glory and honor” (1 Peter 1:7). 
• Abraham “grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God” (Romans 4:20). 
• Paul thanked God that the Thessalonians’ “faith is growing abundantly” (2 Thessalonians 

1:3). 

The pattern is a cycle: God speaks, we trust, He proves faithful, and that experience becomes 
the ground for trusting Him next time, often with something larger. Faith grows not by trying to 
feel more certain but by walking with God long enough to know Him. 

Conclusion 
Faith is not a mysterious spiritual substance, a feeling to be worked up, or a force to be 
wielded. It is the ordinary human capacity to trust, the same one we use every time we dial a 
phone or sit in a chair. What makes faith biblical is its object. 

The incomplete sentence “I have faith” must be finished. Finished properly, it reads: I trust God 
— that He is who He says He is and will do what He says He will do — and so I trust His word, 
recorded in Scripture, and act on it. 

This has practical consequences: 

• To grow in faith, grow in knowledge of the object. “Faith comes from hearing, and 
hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). Knowing God’s character and His 
promises, and then seeing Him keep them, is how faith grows. 

• When faith feels weak, look at the object, not at your faith. Peter sank when he looked 
at the waves. Small faith in a reliable God is enough. 

https://www.esv.org/Joshua+4:6-7/
https://www.esv.org/1+Samuel+7:12/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+77:11/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+78:11/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+78:22/
https://www.esv.org/James+1:3/
https://www.esv.org/1+Peter+1:7/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+4:20/
https://www.esv.org/2+Thessalonians+1:3/
https://www.esv.org/2+Thessalonians+1:3/
https://www.esv.org/Romans+10:17/
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• Make sure the promise is really His. Faith can only trust what God has actually said. 
Careful reading of Scripture protects us from “believing” things God never promised. 

• Faith acts — and sometimes faith waits. Abraham went, Noah built, the nobleman 
walked home, Peter stepped out. But Israel stood still at the sea, and Abraham waited 
twenty-five years for Isaac. Either way, trust puts its weight down. 

Paul’s words in the storm can serve as a summary of the whole study: “I have faith in God that 
it will be exactly as I have been told” (Acts 27:25). 

https://www.esv.org/Acts+27:25/
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