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For Jacques Ellul, the Pauline virtues of faith, hope, and love are the essential “mediation” of the 
relationship of Christians to their Lord.  Christians stand in hope before God and God responds by giving 
them freedom.  An ethics of freedom flows from the life of hope.  Christians stand in faith before God and 
God responds by giving them holiness.  An ethics of holiness flows from the life of faith.  Christians stand 
in love before God and God responds by giving them relationships.  An ethics of relationship flows from 
the life of love.  There is a sort of dialectical relationship between faith and love in that faith separates 
(holiness) and love reunites (relationship). 
 
Ellul wrote chapters and essays on love but never brought it all together in a volume on love;  and he did 
not write the corresponding “ethics of relationship.”  He did write both Hope in Time of Abandonment and 
The Ethics of Freedom so we can see the directions he probably would take with love. And you hold in 
your hands his fascinating and distinctive book on the virtue of faith. 
 
In the Bible, faith is a "fruit of the Spirit" and a "gift of God"---but also a virtue to be practiced, a stance to 
be assumed. The basic New Testament word for faith (Greek, pistis) meant "steadfastness, fidelity, 
faithfulness, trustworthiness, belief, firm conviction."  In English we express these ideas primarily with two 
words, "belief" and "faith," which we use almost interchangeably, but also with "trust."  As we shall see, 
Ellul stipulates a clear difference between belief and faith and has an important point to make, even if the 
historical etymology of the words themselves is not hardwired into the vocabulary and its history.    
 
Faith is sometimes contrasted with doubt: you can have one or the other.  Where reason finishes its work 
and can go no further, we are left to choose faith or doubt, belief or skepticism, credulity or uncertainty.  
But this popular understanding is also too simple;  in reality, the relationships of faith, reason, and doubt 
are much more complex and interesting.  The French title of Living Faith by Jacques Ellul, is La Foi au 
prix du doute, or "Faith at the price of doubt."  In Ellul's view, "beliefs" are held with certainty;  true 
Christian "faith" comes only with a degree of doubt and uncertainty. 
 
Everyone is a believer in one way or another.  Ellul writes, "never have people believed as much. . . The 
modern world is . . . loaded with religions---communism, Maoism, nationalism, revolution---all are purely 
and specifically religious attitudes. . . Technology belongs to the domain of the sacred, and science even 
more so."  (Hope in Time of Abandonment, p. 78).    
  
Faith, is not, however, merely an intellectual act (“belief,” in Ellul’s vocabulary).  Even more important than 
intellectual affirmation is relational commitment;  in New Testament language it is not just “believing that” 
but “believing on” or “believing in.”   We believe that a jumbo jet can get off the ground and fly across the 
country---but we only believe in the jet when we get on board!     For Christians this second sense of faith 
is utterly crucial and central.   This, not the intellectual form, is the primary emphasis in the Christian faith.  
Karl Barth puts it this way:  "Faith is a history, new every morning.  It is no state or attribute.  It should not 
be confused with mere capacity and willingness to believe.  Of course, it may result in and involve all 
sorts of faithfully held convictions. . . All the same, willingness to believe . . . certain points is not yet faith.  
Faith is no credere quod  but rather a credere in,  . . . not a belief 'that . . .' but a faith 'in . . .'---in God 
himself"  (Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology  (Garden City: Anchor, 1964), p. 92-93).   Christians not only 
believe that certain ideas about God are true---they attach themselves to God and his activity.   
 
Faith, in this authentic relational sense, means asking “What might God be trying to say to us” (as we 
read Scripture, for example)?  What will we say to God (in prayer, for example)?  Ellul writes, “faith 
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consists in heeding God's questions and risking ourselves in the answers that we have to give.  
Questions run all the way through the Bible, with three high points.  The first question asked of us is a 
double one: 'Adam, where are you?' and 'Cain, what have you done to your brother?' . . . The second . . . 
is the one Jesus poses to the disciples: 'And you, who do you say that I am?' . . . And the third, in the last 
days, after the resurrection of Jesus Christ: 'Whom do you seek?' . . . All through Scripture these three 
questions serve as a framework for the questions that God asks us and that faith is called to answer” (pp. 
101-102).  "Faith is neither belief nor credulity. . . neither a reasonable acquisition nor an intellectual 
achievement; it is rather the conjunction of an ultimate decision, which I have to make and for which I am 
responsible, and a revelation. . . I am summoned by a Word that is eternal, here and now, universal, 
personal.  And I accept this summons.  I am willing to act responsibly;  I enter upon an illogical adventure 
. . . marked out by a succession of more new questions, more new impossibilities, which are resolved and 
fade way with each new step I determine to take"  (p. 125).  
 
But authentic faith is not an end in itself.  Rather, it creates a life that points (or "witnesses") to the 
relationship.  Faithfulness is a powerful, transforming orientation that deeply colors, affects, and guides 
what we do.   No one can truly encounter God in faith, without their life changing in response. "Faith is the 
demand that we must incarnate the Kingdom of God now in this world and this age . . . From one end to 
the other the Bible shows us that there's no faith without the test of reality" (p. 120).   
 
Specifically, faithfulness to Jesus Christ produces holiness.  God is holy:  over and over we read "Holy, 
holy, holy is the Lord" (e.g., Isa. 6:3; Rev 4:8).  And over and over we encounter the follow-up message: 
"Be holy as I am holy, says the Lord" (e.g., Lev 19:2; I Ptr 1:15-16).   What is this holiness?  First, it 
means sanctification, "purity."  But in a second, broader and more profound, sense, holiness refers to 
God's "otherness" or "differentness."  Some theologians have stressed this by referring to God as the 
"Wholly Other."  God is not just different because of his sinless purity; his being and action transcend all 
our categories.  "My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.  For as 
the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your 
thoughts" (Isa 55:8-9).   
 
God constantly confounds the conventions and expectations of the world. In God's approach to war he 
will use Gideon's lamps and trumpets.  In his choice of prophets and apostles, in his economics and 
politics, in his ethical teaching, above all in the death and resurrection of the Messiah, God is and does 
other than the ordinary.  Jesus' teaching confounded tradition and expectation: "You have heard that it 
was said . . . but I say to you . . ."    His listeners often reacted "No one ever spoke like this."  His actions 
also contrasted with peoples' expectations:  the disciples marveled that he spoke with the Samaritan 
woman, that he ate with "publicans and sinners," that he called children to him.  Jesus is, in these ways, 
the model of holy "otherness." 
 
Holiness as distinctiveness is dependent on faith.  By binding us to the transcendent God, faith separates 
us from the world and situates our identity outside of our culture.  Here is how Ellul describes it:  “Faith 
separates people and makes each of them unique.  In the Bible 'holy' means 'separated.'  To be holy is to 
be separated from everyone else, from the people, from the world, the group, to be made unique for the 
sake of a task that can be accomplished by no one else, which one receives through faith, after being 
awakened to faith by the creative and distinctive word” (p. 107)   “Because faith refers to the Absolutely 
Other, because it places us in a qualitatively different universe, it will never let us be assimilated into any 
group or cause or person, into any idea or reality whatsoever.  Faith situates us at a literally infinite 
distance from all that” (p. 183).   “Holiness as separation, service, and witness for God . . . expresses the  
distinctiveness of incarnate Christianity, but separation has a place only for the sake of mission.  The 
break has to come first, but it implies rediscovery of the world, society, and one's neighbor in a new type 
of relationship.  Holiness in isolation is inadequate.  It demands relationship” (p. 7).    
 
The world suffers from closing in upon itself and yielding to the forces of nature, technology, politics, and 
the economy, rather than experiencing genuine freedom.  Our culture limits its options to common sense, 
realism, or "muddling through."  Many of our problems seem intractable and inevitable.  Christians have a 
unique role to play, a unique standpoint from which alone it is possible to introduce a Truth that can break 
open this closure and fatality.  A holy people fired with faith in the God of the empty tomb refuse to be 
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confined to the world's limits and sense of inevitability.  Holiness as distinctiveness is, thus, not just for 
our own sake, or just for God alone;  it is an essential part of our witness to the world. 
 
None of Jacques Ellul’s books serve as encyclopedia-type introductions or studies, and Living Faith is no 
exception.   You will need to look elsewhere to fill out your understanding of faith, belief, doubt, holiness 
and related subjects.  But you will never read a more challenging and helpful prophetic-type essay on 
these topics than that provided by Jacques Ellul.   
 
 
 


