
Lesson 4 Hebrews 10-11 Handout – Defining Faith 

 “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen”1 

The meaning of the famous definition of faith in Hebrews 11:1 depends 
on how we interpret the key words hypostasis  and elenchos from the Greek. 
The RSV-CE translates them as “assurance” and “conviction” respectively. 
The NAB renders them as “realization” (hypostasis) and “evidence” 
(elenchos). 

    The literal meaning of hypostasis is something that “stands under”—that 
is, a foundation or substructure. But it had several other connotations in 
ancient Greek: (1) the real nature or essence of something, such as God’s 
“being” in Hebrews 1:3; (2) a title deed to property, or guarantee of 
ownership; and (3) confident assurance or conviction, as in Hebrews 3:14 and 
as Paul seems to use it in 2 Corinthians 9:4; 11:17. All these meanings may be 
in the background, but the second and third are especially relevant. Faith is 
our guarantee of ownership of what God has promised, and our confident 
assurance of those future blessings. 

    The word elenchos appears only here in the New Testament, but in 
secular Greek it could refer to (1) a reproof, reprimand, or conviction of sin, 
as the related verb elenchō is used in 1 Corinthians 14:24 and 1 Timothy 5:20; 
(2) a proof or compelling argument; or (3) evidence used in a proof. Here too, 
the second and third meanings are both possible. Faith provides evidence that 
what God has said is true, even if it is not yet seen. 

    The best clue to the meaning is the examples of faith given throughout 
chapter 11. The biblical saints were utterly convinced of God’s faithfulness. 

 
1 Catholic Biblical Association (Great Britain). (1994). The Holy Bible: Revised Standard 
Version, Catholic edition (Heb 11:1). National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA. 
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Although they did not yet possess what God had promised, they “saw it and 
greeted it from afar” (11:13), they acted on what was unseen as if it were seen, 
giving evidence that it was real. Their faith was a title deed or guarantee of 
what was hoped for, though they did not yet possess it. In the same way, the 
faith of Christians is a title deed to the full realization of these blessings in the 
city that is to come (13:14). (Ibid. Healy p. 228) 

It is, therefore, a feature of faith that it makes us certain about things 
which are not self-evident. That is why in order to believe one must want to 
believe, why the act of believing is always free and meritorious. However, 
faith can, with God’s help, reach a certainty greater than any proof can 
provide. The faith which God gives a person—supernatural faith—is 
necessarily the point of departure for hope and charity: it is what is usually 
called “living faith”. 

When one lives with this kind of faith it is easy to see that the three 
“theological” virtues (faith, hope and charity) are bound up with one another. 
Faith and hope lead a person to unite them self to God as the source from 
which all good things flow; charity unites us to God directly, by loving 
affection, because God is the supreme Good. Faith is as it were the first step: 
it means accepting what God says as true. We then unite ourselves to him 
through hope, insofar as we rely on God’s help to attain beatitude. The goal of 
this process is charity, the fullness which is eternal possession of God, the 
Supreme Good.2 

  

 
2 The Letter to the Hebrews (pp. 114–115). (2005). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 
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