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Basic Doctrines: Faith

Learning Objectives

1. Understand that faith is more than just belief but an experience of trust

2. Learn to help faith grow stronger through a relationship with Jesus

3. How to make faith the guiding principle in life

Content Outline

A. Faith: a gift from God

B. The basis of our faith

C. Exercising faith

D. Growing in faith

E. Faith in a personal God

  

Background Material for the Presenter

Faith is not to be confused with rational conviction. Faith 

in the biblical sense is not based primarily on our reason 

(even though it is not unreasonable or irrational!); nor is it 

based on our emotions (though emotions do play a role). 

Faith is a deep-rooted assurance that a" ects the entire 

person. Faith is a principle that governs the life. Faith is 

the means by which we reach out and grab hold of the 

promises of a God we can’t see yet we know is there. 

Hebrews 11:1 speaks about the “substance” of our faith. 

William G. Johnsson, an expert on Hebrews, suggests that 

the best translation is, “Faith is the title deed to what we 

hope for, the certainty of what we do not see.” (Johnsson, 

p. 204) 
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Faith: a Gift from God 

What is faith? A simple defi nition could read something 

like this: “Faith is a confi dent and obedient trust in the re-

ality, power, and love of God as revealed in His acts and in 

His promises to us.” Many see this as the most wonderful 

gift a human could have, and those who don’t have that 

kind of assurance long for it, look for it everywhere. Have 

you been in that position? Are you, perhaps, still in that 

position now? Do you feel you have faith, or are growing 

faith? Where did your faith come from? How is it grow-

ing? Is it because of the people you are meeting who have faith? Has someone “talked 

you into it”? Is that even possible? Are you reading the Bible and other books, and do 

those convince you there is, or might be, a God who loves you? Have you found satisfy-

ing philosophical arguments that prepared you for the “leap” of faith? In the fi nal analysis, 

faith is a miracle, a gift from God. 

One thing is sure: Just as we cannot be fully human without love, we cannot be what we 

are intended to be without faith. As one author points out, “‘Without faith it is impossible 

to please God.’ … Note that Hebrews does not teach that without faith it is di!  cult to 

please God, or that without faith it will take a long time to satisfy Him. To the contrary, it 

claims that it is impossible. In short, faith has no substitute. It is by faith that God’s heroes 

lived in the past, and it is by faith that His people must live today.” (Knight, p. 198)

 

The Basis of Our Faith 

A famous English hymn, written in 1834 by Edward Mote 

and since translated into countless languages, reminds us, 

“My hope is built on nothing less / Than Jesus’ blood and 

righteousness.” It is important that we never forget this 

truth. Jesus Christ is the ultimate foundation and source 

of our faith. But even though the gift of faith is a mys-

tery that remains beyond our comprehension, we have 

been given some insights into how faith is awakened and 

strengthened. Some men and women in Bible times had a sudden experience that started 

them on the journey of faith. Paul is probably the most prominent example. Others tell of 

a much more gradual awareness of God’s leading in their life, which brought focus and 

direction in their pilgrimage of faith. No doubt, experience is an essential and powerful 

component of our spiritual life. But faith also must have content, and the revelation pro-

vided in the Scriptures plays the major role in establishing us in our faith. 

Clearly, the Scriptures are of extreme importance, and if we neglect them it will be at our 
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own peril. But how the Scriptures exactly help to awaken and build our faith cannot be 

expressed in any human formula. Not even the famous faith defi nition of Hebrews 11 

provides this. “Hebrews 11:1 doesn’t give us a defi nition of pistis (the Greek word for faith) 

so much as a description of the way faith works. Certainly the apostle isn’t advancing a 

psychological explanation of faith. Rather, he sets out the two cardinal abilities that faith 

makes possible—turning hope into reality and the unseen into sight.” (Johnsson, p. 205)

If, in fact, faith is the one essential element to pleasing God, and if it is true (as it indu-

bitably is!) that God is far beyond our ability to understand or contact or communicate 

with, then obviously the burden of proof, so to speak, lies with God. We can’t manufac-

ture faith, or talk ourselves or others into it. God has to give it to us.

Well, if that’s so, why doesn’t He just give it to everyone?

In a sense, He does. Romans 12:3 implies that God gives everyone “a measure” of faith. 

But He never forces anyone. That would be the ultimate betrayal of His love. We have to 

ask. Or at least, come to Him and say Yes! 

When we refer to faith as a gift, we come up against the popular concept of faith as 

belief in a set of propositions of varying degrees of plausibility. People believe in all sorts 

of things, and just about everyone believes in something that isn’t subject to rational or 

empirical proof. But this is not the faith that is referred to here. Biblical faith is a result 

of the encounter with an infi nitely good and trustworthy—that is to say, faithful—God. 

The gift of faith is truly the gift of God, because to truly know God is to trust Him. But in 

order to receive the gift of faith, we must make ourselves available to God. 

Can we fake it? Not for long. It becomes obvious to others, if not to ourselves, that it’s 

not really there. “Phoning it in” is a phrase used by actors for a performance that is 

technically correct but obviously lacking in feeling or conviction. We can compare that to 

times when the Christian life is without faith. Without faith, we can’t please God, because 

we aren’t sure He exists and how can you love or trust someone you’re not sure is there? 

It can be a good and helpful fi rst step, like the “fake it till you make it” of Alcoholics 

Anonymous fame. But there’s a di" erence between choosing to “act as if” God is there, 

and waiting for Him to manifest Himself, and just pretending. The di" erence is motiva-

tion. When someone fakes faith, it’s usually to impress others, not the supposedly non-

existent God the actions are meant to be for. 

Christians can go through the motions, but they will lack the conviction and joy that 

come from knowing why they are doing so. Because the Christian life is a long-term 

relationship, not a one-minute radio spot, eventually the person not anchored to Christ 

through faith will wander o"  to do something more immediately gratifying. And losing 

us to the world, the fl esh, and the devil is what really hurts God. 

Take careful aim: The Greek philosopher Zeno famously argued in his “arrow paradox” 

that an arrow would never reach its target. His argument turned on the assumption that 

every object occupies a space that is just its own size. So, at every point in its fl ight, the 
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object is “at rest.”  Because the object is at rest, it is not moving, even though it appears 

that way. In this sense, it is indistinguishable from a motionless arrow in the same posi-

tion. Thus, Zeno concluded, motion is an illusion. 

According to Zeno’s logic, then, we could shoot an arrow at someone’s chest and safely 

predict that it would never pierce the heart. Right? Unfortunately, we’d be dead wrong, 

as would be our target. Regardless of how logical Zeno’s arguments may be, there is little 

chance that anyone would be willing to volunteer for target practice to prove him right, 

especially Zeno, were he still alive. 

Yet, Zeno’s paradox was meant to contradict, through logic and reasoning, some false 

ideas about the way people thought the universe worked. Since then, there have been a 

number of mathematical and philosophical attempts to solve his paradox about why the 

arrow reaches its target, even though, logically, it shouldn’t. (Paete) 

In the same way, faith also poses a paradox of its own for the Christian. We don’t know 

how or why the “reason to believe” becomes saving faith, but we know it does. But fi rst, 

we must aim at the target: to know Jesus as our personal Savior. 

Exercising Faith 

In their telling of the stories of Christ’s healing miracles, 

the Gospel writers emphasized that the underlying factor 

was not magic but faith. The people who were healed 

were challenged to exercise their faith. “According to your 

faith will it be done to you,” Jesus said (Matt. 9:29, NIV). 

Extraordinary experiences that carry an undeniable stamp 

of miraculous divine intervention do not always result in 

faith, however. The truth is that many people fi nd ways of 

explaining such divine interventions away. 

In Luke 16:30-31, in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, Jesus says even if people 

came back from the dead and told others the truth about God, those who are determined 

not to believe wouldn’t. 

Our faith will be strengthened by the experience of seeing God at work in our own lives 

and in the lives of others, but our faith often will precede God’s interventions in our life. 

Faith will expect God to show His hand, but will not necessarily wait for Him to do so. God 

has promised that He will act through us and on our behalf if we have faith in Him. In that 

trusting faith we must take Him at His word. 

However, He won’t always act as we hope or expect He will! Faith also leaves the deci-

sions to God. Faith, in order to be such, is the ability to believe in things that aren’t imme-

diately apparent to the senses. When the Christian believes and trusts in God, the results 

of that faith make themselves known in the real world, coming from what is, to all appear-
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ances, nothing. The famous “Faith Chapter” of the Bible, Hebrews 11, begins by pointing 

out that it is by faith that we understand that God created the visible world by using His 

invisible Word, creating something out of nothing. He can do that in our lives, too.

These surprises, becoming visible from “nothing,” may include a marked change in the 

character and orientation of the individual, answers to prayer, or positive results from de-

cisions that seem far-fetched or disadvantageous by worldly standards, decisions made 

solely on the basis of faith or the sense that it was what God wanted one to do. 

Growing in Faith 

So what do we do with that feeble little bit of faith that 

makes us at least decide to “act as if …” or fake it until we 

make it? Exercise it. Just like an accident victim struggling 

with tiny, one-pound weights in order to rebuild damaged 

muscles, so we can keep lifting up our “measure” of faith, 

no matter how tiny it seems. 

The eleventh century theologian Anselm of Canterbury 

wrote, “For I do not seek to understand in order that I 

may believe, but I believe in order to understand. For this too I believe, that ‘unless I be-

lieve, I shall not understand’ (Isaiah 7:9).”

Faith will increase if, when brought in contact with doubts and obstacles, we press on, 

claiming the promises of God regardless of how we might feel at any given moment or 

regardless of how hostile the circumstances might be. Faith is more than a feeling; it’s a 

principle that transcends the fi ckleness of human emotions. Faith is doing what we know 

God asks us to do even though we don’t feel like doing it. 

If you are growing in grace and the knowledge of Jesus Christ, you will improve every 

privilege and opportunity to gain more knowledge of the life and character of Christ; that 

is, you will do everything you can to grow in grace and increase in faith.       

Faith in Jesus will grow as you become better acquainted with Him. This can happen by 

dwelling upon His life and love. You cannot dishonor God more than to profess to be His 

disciple while keeping yourself at a distance from Him. 

The goal of the Christian is to become mature in faith. This is a lifelong process. When 

people experience the blessing of growth and “stand fi rm in the faith” (1 Cor. 16:13, NIV), 

they may at times wonder why others are still “weak” (Rom. 14:1). There is often a ten-

dency to forget that it also has taken most of them considerable time before they arrived 

where they are spiritually. And no one ever actually “arrives.” That moment of pride and 

judgment promptly damages the faith. God is the One who makes every seed of faith 

sprout, and He also is to be credited for any growth that takes place in our spiritual life. 

Yet, while that is a truth that must never be forgotten, we also must remember that by 
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our personal choices we can help create the right kind of environment in which spiritual 

growth can take place. 

Faith in a Person 

Doctrines are important. When we say that we believe in 

God, we will want to know more about God, and we will 

be eager to absorb what He has revealed to us. It only is 

natural that we want to provide a structured account of 

what we believe about our Creator and His dealings with 

us, and we want to be sure that we know His will. But 

though we believe that the doctrines of our church are 

true, our faith is anchored, not in a doctrinal system alone, 

but in Jesus. The doctrines are not an end in and of them-

selves. The doctrines help us better understand Jesus and what He has done for us. 

In a sense, the role of doctrines in the Christian faith may be compared to the role of 

grammar. We can communicate through language only because there is a grammatical 

structure in the words we say and write. Similarly, we give a structure to the content of 

our faith through the doctrines. Anselm, quoted above, also spoke the famous words that 

theology is faith that seeks to understand itself. 

Sound doctrine is essential, but doctrine and theology that remain lifeless theory can save 

no one. One even can be a theologian without being a believer. Faith, ultimately, is not 

just holding a number of beliefs as biblically correct but is trust in the Person of whom 

these doctrines speak. 

In Matt. 16:13–19, Jesus asks His followers, “Who are people saying that I am?” After sev-

eral answers, He asks, “But what do you think?” And Peter says, “You are the Christ (the 

Messiah), the Son of the living God!” Jesus answers:

“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my 

Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, 

and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” (Vs 16-17, NIV)

This passage often has been used as proof that the apostle Peter should be considered 

the founder of the Christian church. This idea fi nds no biblical support. On the contrary, 

Christ is the Stone on which the church is built. (See 1 Pet. 2:4–8.) And it is the faith in this 

Stone—the unshakable conviction that Jesus, the Son of God, is our Savior—that makes 

the church what it is, not a human institution but the church of God. 

In conclusion, faith is experience. It has to do with certainty. And with trust. The Scriptures 

play a role in the awakening, the strengthening, and the sustenance of faith. But faith isn’t 

just belief; it is a principle that guides how we live our lives before God and others. 
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Handouts in this Package

1. Participant Notes
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Discussion Questions

1. How can we position ourselves in a way that prepares us for the gift of faith? That is, 

what changes can we make in our lives to make us more receptive to that gift? 

2. What role do the Scriptures play in the faith experience of the believer? Why is 

Bible reading a life-changing experience for some people while others claim that it 

“does nothing” for them? What questions would you ask a person who reads the Bible 

and enjoys it as literature but claims not to hear the voice of God speaking in it? 

3. Why is faith more than intellectual assent to belief in the existence of God and other 

doctrines? 

4. What circumstances, situations, discussions, books, sermons, and so forth, led you 

to have faith? At what point did knowledge about Christ become faith in Christ, and 

what did it feel like? What infl uences in your life now aim you toward Christ? 

5. Though your faith is a gift, what good reasons do you have for it? Are there practi-

cal ways in which you can strengthen your faith? Are there things you need to guard 

against, that may damage it? 

6. Share a time when you chose to maintain faith in God when apparently there was 

no evidence to support it. 

7. Most of us have had moments when we felt as if we merely were going through 

the motions of a Christian life, without faith. What or who helped you to fi nd the way 

back? 

8. It is a fact of life that faith often coexists in us with doubt. How can we acknowledge 

the doubt and still make sure faith has the upper hand? 
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Group Activity

Purpose:  To examine ways to grow or damage faith, and to learn from each other in 

this context.

Preparation:  Have tables and writing materials, including enough paper for each 

participant to have one or more sheets.

Assignment:  Divide the group into small teams at the tables. Give each class mem-

ber a sheet of paper. Ask them to draw a line down the middle, creating two columns. 

At the top of one, have them write “faith building.” At the top of the other, have them 

write “faith diminishing.” Have the groups consult together to make lists in each 

column. Be sure to emphasize that this exercise is not necessarily a matter of drawing 

a line between “good” and “bad” things. First Corinthians 10:23 is instructive in this 

context. 

Debrief:  Invite each group to discuss their conclusions. Note what similarities and 

di! erences there are among the participants. Did they fi nd that some things could 

actually change columns from one person to another?

Time:  Allow 10 minutes in groups and another 10 minutes for discussion with the 

larger group.

Activity Two

Purpose: To examine specifi c ways in which the media in today’s information culture 

can be appropriated to grow one’s faith.

Preparation: The previous week, invite participants to bring in CDs, DVDs, and so 

on that have encouraged or strengthened their faith. It probably is most convenient 

(though not strictly necessary) if you have means to play selections from some of 

these materials. Best of all might be if some are willing to sing, quote, or otherwise 

perform from their favorites, especially songs as a way of closing the session. 

Assignment: If possible, play or show selections. When that isn’t possible, have 

participants share what moved them and why, and especially if they can say specifi c 

ways their lives or habits have changed as a result of seeing or hearing these things.

Debrief: Most discussion will happen throughout this activity, which is best done with 

the group as a whole. But you may want to especially ask questions like the follow-

ing: What kind of attitude did you have when you saw/heard/experienced this media 
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for the fi rst time? That is, were you intentionally watching for spiritual lessons, or did 

they sneak up on you unawares? Could others perhaps gain an entirely di! erent per-

spective from the same media? How is it that music, movies, etc., can help and guide 

us in our journey of faith, as well as hinder and mislead us? More interestingly, why 

can the same piece do the opposite for di! erent people, and what can we learn from 

that? 

Time: Allow at least an hour, depending on how much material is brought.
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Handout 

Key Concepts: Faith

Scripture Focus: Ephesians 6:10-18; Hebrews 11; James 2:18, 19; 1 Peter 1:3-8

Concept: Faith guides the Christian life. It is more than being convicted in your mind. 

It impacts your daily choices and actions. Faith is an assurance in God’s promise of 

salvation. 

Connecting with the Scripture topic

A. “I couldn’t believe my eyes!” Have you ever said that? What was the situation? 

B. Refl ect on the stories you hear. Must one “see” to “believe”? If so, why? If not, why 

not?

Sharing and Receiving Scripture

A. How would you describe the word “faith”? Think of an object you own (vehicle, ap-

pliance, consumer product, etc.) that you really believe is good. Try to describe it to 

someone else (with some enthusiasm). Then, end your pitch by saying, “I have faith in 

this product.” Does this work as a defi nition for and use of “faith”? Why or why not?

Thought Questions

A. Is faith blind acceptance of something one cannot prove or is there more to it than 

that? Explain.

Read Ephesians 6:10-18. In the “armor of God” illustration we are called to “take up 

the shield of faith.” What does this mean?

1. We have an active role to play in our warfare with Satan, not a passive one

2. Some translations say to “take with you” or “carry” this faith-shield.

3. Shields protect us from the enemy’s fi re (“fl aming arrows of the evil one”).

4. Our faith is obviously not in a “shield”, but in the “shielding” power of God.

5. Other words used in Scripture for faith are trust, belief, and conviction.

6. Other…

Hebrews 11 is a chapter in the Bible often called “God’s Hall of Faith.” As you read 

through these “faith paintings” on the lives of men and women who trusted God, 

pick one person you especially admire and share what inspires you most about that 

person.

1. Abel
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2. Enoch

3. Noah

4. Abraham

5. Rahab

6. Other…

In James 2:18 and 19 we discover a common (and false) dichotomy people make 

about faith. What does James teach us about faith in these two verses?

1. We pit “faith” against “deeds” when they should be one single concept.

2. Breathing air makes a similar point; are we only taking air “in” or only letting air 

“out”?

3. If faith is thought of only as intellectually agreeing with something, is that true 

faith?

4. Some may say, “I believe in God,” but it doesn’t impact the thoughts and actions of 

their life

5. James says demons believe in God “and shudder.” Do they have more faith than 

Christians?

6. Other…

Peter praises God for a “living hope” in 1 Peter 1:3-9. As you read this passage, note 

the references to “faith” and refl ect on what they add to our understanding of this 

important teaching.

1. Verse 3 talks about a “living hope”. Is this the same as faith?

2. Verse 5 speaks of faith that shields us until the coming of our salvation.

3. Verses 6, 7 tell us our faith is refi ned by trials.

4. Verse 7 also tells us our faith is of greater worth than gold.

5. Verse 9 explains that the goal of our faith is salvation.

6. Other…

Applying the Message of Scripture

Choose one of the following options and work on a solution. If you have opportunity, 

share your solution with someone else.

Option 1: Based upon what you have learned in this lesson, how would you explain 

the idea of sharing your “faith”? What might that look like? Put together a short pan-

tomime with two people in which one shares his or her faith with the other.

Option 2: Could you put faith in a jar? If you could, what would be in the jar? Write on 

7 slips of paper what you have learned about faith in this lesson and put them in the 

jar. Every day for a week, draw out one slip and read and refl ect on it. Carry it with 

you that day and see if it infl uences your faith and action.
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Option 3: Find a song or hymn that clearly speaks about faith. Use that song as your 

“theme song” for a day or a week. (Example: “My Hope is Built.”)

Valuing Scripture in Your life

A. What is one idea that really spoke to you in this session? What is one thing you can 

do this week to grow more in your faith? 

B. Thank God for the gift of faith and ask God to pour out more faith into your life 

and the lives of those around you.


