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Look long 

—Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 

Two years ago, in November of 2017 we celebrated the 500
th
 anniversary of the start of the Lutheran 

Reformation. This year marks another 500
th
 anniversary of another important world event. In August of 1519 

Ferdinand Magellan left Seville, Spain, and began the journey that would ultimately take his ship around the 
world. But why did he do it? What in the world would make a man say good-bye to his wife and little boy and set 
out across a vast ocean in leaky vessels with no real understanding of what was going to happen or where he 
was going? What would make him keep going in the face of an uncertain destiny, a discouraged crew, nearly 
depleted food and water supplies and mutiny on board his ships? Magellan had three things he was after: (1) He 
wanted to find a shorter trade route to the Far East. (2) He wanted to bring home wealth for himself and glory for 
the Spanish crown and (3) he wanted to spread Christianity. That’s right, Magellan was a devout Roman Catholic, 
and he wanted to bring Christianity to the natives he encountered. Magellan was not only a visionary and a big 
thinker. He not only dreamed big dreams and laid bold plans. Magellan was also a man of faith.  

About 4,000 years ago there was another man who left family and country and packed up everything he had and 
set out for an unknown land. That man was Abraham. He did it because God told him to, and Abraham believed 
God. Above all else, Abraham was a man of faith. 

But what is faith? We throw the word around left and right. We speak about things that are “faith-based.” We tell 
others, “Have faith!” People sometimes draw a contrast between “faith” and “science” or “faith” and “reason,” as if 
faith is something mystical and metaphysical and in a completely different realm from things that are logical and 
grounded in facts and knowledge. People consider “faith” to be an opinion or a feeling. It’s important we know 
what faith really is: Faith is simply trust, trust in something. There are so many things that you and I trust, that we 
have faith in from day to day; the list is exhausting. We trust people, we trust their skills—we rely upon other 
drivers to stay in their lane and obey traffic signals; we trust that pilot up front to know how to fly and navigate. We 
place our trust in machines like cars—that the wheels won’t fall off—and airplanes—that they will carry us safely 
to our destination. We trust our employer to pay us our wages on time. We trust our children; we trust our friends. 
We trust the laws of nature. The list goes on and on. Faith or trust is a part of our everyday lives. 

Hebrews 11:1 says, “Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” This is not so 
much a special kind of faith as it is faith in a special thing. The faith here is trust in the words and promises of 
God. Verse 3 gives us an excellent example of faith in God’s Word: “By faith we understand that the universe was 
formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.” Why do we trust that the 
world came into existence a few thousand years ago when God said, “Let there be?” Because God, who was 
there and did the creating, caused the history of what he did to be written down in Holy Scripture. God caused the 
words to be written, and we trust the words are true. Today many scientists say that’s not what happened, that the 
world was not created. People say, “Science has proven that the world began with a big bang around 13 billion 
years ago, and since that time all life evolved on its own by natural selection.” Wait a second! Science has 
“proven” no such thing! Science has not and cannot prove how the universe came into existence. Many scientists 
have a theory—call it the “big bang theory” or “evolutionary theory.” It is a theory that is developed from what 
human beings can see and measure and observe. The theory involves a great deal of extrapolation and 
speculation. The theory is constantly changing as new data comes in, and finally people choose to have faith in 
the theory that human beings have developed. No human being was there to observe what happened when 
space, matter and time began to exist; these theories are what many people believe happened. That’s right: it’s all 
about faith, it’s all about believing. It’s just a matter of what people believe in. Many people believe current 
scientific theories that were developed by human beings. We Christians believe the inspired, inerrant, infallible 
Word of God. God was there. God did the creating. We trust the Word of the Creator to tell us what happened and 
how he did it. Our faith rests in God’s Word and God’s promises.  

Abraham had faith in God’s Word and God’s promises. God appeared to Abraham, spoke to Abraham, gave 
Abraham instructions, and gave him promises. The Bible tells us that Abraham believed the LORD, and it was 
credited to him as righteousness. Abraham trusted God’s Word. On the basis of God’s command he packed up 
his family and moved to the land of Canaan. On the basis of God’s promise he looked forward to having a son, 
even though he and his wife were past childbearing age. He trusted God’s promise that in his offspring all the 
nations of the earth would be blessed, that the Savior of the world would come from his line. Abraham found that 
God is trustworthy; God delivered all the things he had promised, and in so doing he confirmed Abraham’s faith. 

God has given us his Word and his promises, just as he did for Abraham. His Word and promises have been 
written down for us in Holy Scripture. We can hear and read them. They speak to us, and they are true for us, as 



they were true for Abraham. God opens our eyes, so that we Christians can see, understand and believe things 
that are simply impossible for someone to trust whose eyes are clouded by unbelief. First of all, we can see the 
truth about ourselves. We are sinners who have offended God. We are by nature wretched, naked, poor and 
blind, completely and utterly helpless to save ourselves, and naturally subject to God’s eternal wrath and 
destruction. That simple fact about ourselves is something that we Christians see clearly but others struggle to 
see. Today the humanist philosophy holds to the idea that there’s something good in all of us, a spark of 
excellence that just needs to be developed to realize the full human potential. To the unbeliever there is no such 
thing as sin. Instead of confessing sin, an unbeliever has to make excuses and self-justify. A non-Christian still 
has faith, but it is faith in man. 

But God has given us faith to trust in him. He has opened our eyes to see what Jesus has done for you and for 
me. The Holy Spirit gives us the faith to trust what Jesus has done for us to save us. We have seen him living in 
our place, keeping the commandments we have not. We have seen him suffer and die on the cross for the sins of 
the world. We have seen his victory over death on the third day when he left behind an empty tomb. We have 
seen the forces of Satan stripped of their power. We have seen Jesus descending into hell to proclaim his victory, 
making a public spectacle of the enemies of our soul, triumphing over them by his cross. We can see Jesus right 
now, seated at the right hand of the Father, interceding for us before the Father’s throne when we sin. We can 
see these things as clearly as if they were right in front of our physical eyes. Because that’s what saving faith is—
confidence in the Word and promises of God. Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we 
do not see. 

Because we trust in the Word and promises of God, we can count on God to tell us about things that human 
science can never discover. Science cannot tell us what happens after death; science cannot tell us whether 
there is or isn’t an afterlife and what it looks like. Those things are clearly beyond the realm of measurement and 
observation, beyond science. But we can know. We can see. How? Because God has told us in his Word. Along 
with Abraham and countless believers through the ages we are looking forward to the city whose architect and 
builder is God. We are looking forward at the end of this brief life to being with Jesus in heaven, because Jesus 
himself has told us that he will take us there. And we trust his promises. 

But it’s hard to think about the afterlife when things here are so good. Why worry about some pie in the sky in the 
bye and bye, when we’re doing just fine in the here and now? We are surrounded by American optimism. We slip 
into this mistaken idea that we can fix everything that’s wrong in this world and create heaven on earth. 
Technology will solve our problems. New drugs will cure diseases. If we just work together we can make the world 
a better place. We’re not stuck; we’re upwardly mobile. But that’s so terribly shortsighted. There are so many 
things that science and technology cannot fix. There is no technology that can wake up my loved one before 
they’re lowered into the grave. When it comes to healing a broken heart or taking away the pain of a guilty 
conscience—there’s no app for that. There’s no genetic modification that can eradicate sin from the human heart 
or eliminate hate and violence. 

So we remain aliens and strangers on this earth. We live by faith, not be sight, because we have not yet seen 
what God is preparing for us. But faith enables us to look long, longing for a better country—a heavenly one. And 
God is not ashamed to be called our God, for he has prepared a city for us. Trusting in Jesus’ Word and 
promises, we look forward to the life of the world to come. 

Envision, for a moment, what it’s going to be like in eternity. Envision yourself standing before the throne of God, 
in the very presence of the Maker of heaven and earth. Envision yourself in the presence of myriad saints and 
angels, singing the eternal song of victory to the Lamb who was slain for the sins of the world. Envision yourself 
enjoying the blissful contentment of being in the presence of your God, a perfect existence in which God will be 
with you and be your God, and he will wipe away every tear from your eyes. Envision yourself reunited with loved 
ones whom you have lost on earth, who will now be with you forever in heaven. And there will be no more 
mourning or crying or death or pain. No goodbyes, no lost loves, no broken hearts, no disease—because the old 
order of things will have passed away. I’m not asking you to imagine things. There is a difference between 
imagining a fantasy and envisioning your very real future. Your faith is founded on God’s Word, and he will deliver 
everything he has promised you. 

An interesting little note about Ferdinand Magellan. He gets credit for being the first European to circumnavigate 
the globe, but in reality he never made it. He made it across the Atlantic, down the coast of South America, 
through the Strait of Magellan at the southern tip of South America, and he sailed across the Pacific Ocean, but 
he was killed during a battle in the Philippines. In 1519 he left Spain with 270 men. Three years later 18 of those 
men made it back to Spain. 

As you navigate this journey of life, may the Lord deepen your trust in his Word and his promises and bring you 
safely home to heaven. Amen. 


