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NON APPARENTIUM: FAITH & THINGS NOT SEEN 

Sermon 29 April 2018 

 

What is faith? 

1. GOOD HOUSEKEEPING 

I’m going to choose Hebrews 11.1 to look at – of all the biblical accounts of faith because St. 

Thomas Aquinas said of this verse:  

“[Hebrews 11.1] adequately touches upon all the things that are required for a definition of 

faith.” (Quaestiones disputatae de veritate, q. 14 ("On faith"), Resp.) 

 

A. Definition:  

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” 

(Hebrews 11.1) 

 

Faith is – according to the KJV (1611) –both “substance” and “evidence”.  

GREEK LATIN KJV NIV 

ὑπόστασις substantia “substance” “confidence” 

ἔλεγχος argumentum “evidence” “assurance” 
 

In Latin a fabella sine argumento, is an ‘unsupported story,’ a fiction if you will.  

While substantia refers to the genuine essence of reality and real things: “delebo omnem 

substantiam,” is ‘everything that exists,’ in the Vulgate to Genesis 7.4: 

“I will wipe from the face of the earth every living creature [Vg: omnem substantiam] I have 

made.” (Genesis 7.4 NIV) 

Therefore, hope is claimed to be both the “reality” and the “proof” that we are dealing with 

real things. But things we can’t yet see: non apparentium. YET.  

Hope is in people – reality is out there.  

We recognise that faith deals with things of the following two kinds: 

- “things hoped for” 

- “things not seen” 

 

B. Impression: 

Faith deals with stuff God has promised; faith appropriates God’s Word.  
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2. GOOD HISTORY: 

 

A. Medieval Church 

In the medieval church we find the basic biblical insight developed that faith is a virtue of the 

theological kind.  

Of virtues there are two kinds – cardinal (sometimes called moral) and theological: the first 

four we can gain from philosophical insight and the last three from theology.  

SOURCE       

PHILOSOPHY PRUDENCE TEMPERANCE COURAGE JUSTICE   

THEOLOGY    FAITH HOPE LOVE 
 

So there are seven virtues of great importance to acquire in human life: the final three we 

acquire by God’s grace when we repent and believe in Christ.  

 

B. What are Virtues? 

What are the virtues? 

The medieval church studied them in detail and set them over against the seven vices.  

St. Thomas Aquinas offers several definitions of what a virtue is. According to one very general 

account, a virtue is  

“a habit that disposes an agent to perform its proper operation or movement”  

(ST Ia-IIae 49.1). 

So, a virtue is a habit – which makes faith a habit. We are not born with it but must acquire it 

either by gift or by living well.  

Elsewhere, Aquinas pins virtue down to (as following Augustine) what may be described as  

“good [qualities] of mind [soul] whereby we live righteously” (ST Ia-IIae 55.4). 

Virtues affect how we act. They are habits of our action.  

But if faith is a habit – what is a habit? 

“Habit formation is the process by which new behaviors become automatic. If you 

instinctively reach for a cigarette the moment you wake up in the morning, you have a 

habit. By the same token, if you feel inclined to lace up your running shoes and hit the 

streets as soon as you get home, you've acquired a habit. Old habits are hard to break 

and new habits are hard to form. That's because the behavioral patterns we repeat 

most often are literally etched into our neural pathways. The good news is that, 

through repetition, it's possible to form—and maintain—new habits.” (Psychology 

Today) 
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So faith is habit.  

C. Virtues are habits 

But faith is a special habit. Aquinas notes:  

There is “a sort of inception of the end [the will desires to get which] comes to exist in 

it, since it desires nothing except to the extent that it desires some likeness of that 

[inception]. And so it is that in human nature itself there is a sort of inception of that 

good which is proportionate to [human] nature” [i.e., its desire to obtain eternal life 

with God].” 

So Aquinas thinks that when we have a habit of faith infused into us by the entrance of God’s 

Word and by God’s Holy Spirit, then somehow – even today – eternal life comes to dwell in 

us already.  

This is intriguing, wouldn’t you say? 

But we shouldn’t be surprised because the medieval Catholic scholar Aquinas already tells us 

that we should take this verse seriously: 

John 6:40, “Whoever [by faith] sees the Son and believes in him has eternal life [in himself].” 

(QDdV, Resp. I.A.) 

So faith is how things we can’t know about God come to exist in us in this life; so says Aquinas 

again: 

“Hence, in order for a human being to be ordered toward the good of eternal life, it is also 

necessary that a sort of inception of that good [eternal life] should come to exist in the one 

who is promised eternal life. But eternal life consists in the full cognition of God…” 

So faith is about knowing God today! 

So, since faith in this life is a beginning of knowing God, therefore Aquinas says: 

“And so it is that faith, insofar as it is a sort of inception within us of the eternal life that we 

hope for because of God's promise, is called the substance [substantia] of things to be hoped 

for.” 
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3. A GOOD PROMISE: 

Notice, please, what Aquinas says; I have bolded it: “because of God's promise!” 

Faith grasps God’s Word.  

That means faith operates wherever God has spoken, wherever God’s purpose is working 

already.   

Aquinas adds, interpreting Hebrews 11.1 this way: 

“For by [the Apostle] saying ‘of things that are not apparent’ [non apparentium] one 

distinguishes faith from knowledge (scientia) and understanding (intellectus).” 

 

A. Faith & Knowledge 

So faith is not mere human or scientific or philosophical knowledge.  

What this means is: 

Faith grasps things that are real that are real because God says they are real. 

When the ancient Eastern Father John Damascene came to Hebrews 11.1 he noted: 

“[Faith is the] unshakable and unquestionable hope in the things that have been announced 

to us by God” 

 

B. TUR 

Let’s reason together, TUR community.  

Today, there are 800 people who call TUR home.  

On the first day, over seven years ago now, there was me and Kim and a few friends.  

At the first meeting of the people who would found the church there were six couples present 

in the room. They all still belong to TUR.  

That’s 12 people.  

Over seven years ago.  

We had no idea there’d be 800 people here one day – SEVEN years ago.  

Brent Pattison always describes the humble beginnings of TUR as five people and a banjo!  

We heard God’s Word however. God said: do it! 

A church is not a mere 12 people. Even in India (jokes about church planting) at least 20 people 

constitute a Good Shepherd church.  
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So when we heard God’s Word we weren’t yet a real church – we were a vapour trail. Non 

apparentium. We were the scent of petrol after you’ve pumped your gas.  

We were just faith.  

We were 

- Things hoped for 

- Things not apparent or seen  

But were we real? Were we the reality of God’s Word?  

Because that’s the only question that matters! 

We were once 12 – now 800! Three services. A mere seven years which means we grow at 

more than 100 people per annum.  

C. Where to from here?  

We have a long way to go.  

But what we will one day be can only be measured by the size of our faith in relation to two 

things: 

- Things hoped for 

- Things not apparent or seen 

These things boil down to what God has said and what we can believe for! 

Today, we don’t know how to grow to a church of 2500 in Newmarket. Yet the council is 

planning for this suburb to grow from 4500 to 45000 people – non apparentium.  

Today, we don’t know how to shift from these rented premises into a community centre 

and/or church building big enough to house what God wants to do here in Newmarket.  

When Trevor and I said we wanted to move in here there were many who said – we can’t see 

it. Non apparentium! 

We can’t see it.  

We’re like Abraham, living in rented premises in Newmarket. Hebrews 11 doesn’t stop with 

verse 1, with a definition of faith, but gives a roll call, a living slide show of the great people 

who had eternal life residing in them, starting with Abraham the father of faith: 

“By faith [Abraham] made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; 

he lived in tents…” (Hebrews 11.9) 

He lived in tents: non apparentium, things not seen! 

We rent here; he lived in tents. Non apparentium.  

But Abraham lived in tents in the full faith of what God was going to do; he wasn’t focused on 

the present tent existence;  
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“he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God” 

(11.10) 

Abraham started in tents but he never intended to remain there (non apparentium); he was 

looking for a real city with real foundations! They weren’t satisfied with tents.  

They belong to that group of people of which Hebrews says: 

“People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own” (11.14) 

That country was God’s country promised to Jacob’s heirs – “By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and 

Esau in regard to their future.” (11.20) 

Towards the end (11.32-33) we read:  

“And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about […others including king] David 

and Samuel and the prophets, 33 who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered 

justice, and gained what was promised…” 

 

4. A GOOD FUTURE 

There’s two things lacking here. 

i. Faith 

ii. Listening skills 

My faith – to believe for the non apparentium.  

My ability to listen and hear – the Word of Promise.  

The only question that matters for a church on a mission: what does God want us to achieve 

here in Newmarket? 

Why were we located here? 

But before we talk about that – let’s talk about you and me.  

What do you lack faith for today? 

 

5. A GOOD BEGINNING 

I want to hark back to our beginnings: 

“And he shall show you a large upper room fully furnished: make preparations there.” 

(Luke 22.12) 

Preparations only.  

He didn’t say – finish the work there.  

We’ve made a beginning not an ending.  
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It’s time for faith to get reenergized and reactivated. I’m more excited about the mission 

before us today than I was a bout the first mission we have. Preparing is one thing. Living in 

tents is one thing. Non apparentium. What about grabbing more of the reality of the promise 

made? 

Tak Bhana. New Zealand & Beyond. 750, … “We received a Word of prophecy.” 1500. 3000.  

But for people without faith it’s all – non apparentium. I can’t see it. Those people are leaving 

us.  

This is a good thing.  

This never was their destiny.  


