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HEBREWS 11 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 
2 For by it the men of old gained approval. 3 By faith we understand that the 
worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out 
of things which are visible. 
 
Hebrews chs. 11-13 make up the final part of our author’s treatise, as he encourages his 

audience to respond the proper way to God. No major subject break is intended between 
10:39 and 11:1, although ch. 11 does largely focus on a theme of “faith,” which speaks to us 
today in the Twenty-First Century every bit as much as it spoke to Hebrews’ original First 
Century audience. Louis H. Evans summarizes it quite well, when he states that Hebrews 11 
“sheer weight of witness and its dynamic and unforgettable definition of faith penetrate the 
very core of the modern heart.”1 

11:1 V. 1 opens up the chapter with a statement that needs to be understood by everyone 
who claims to believe in God. The author of Hebrews testifies how faith is to be “the firm 
foundation of what we hope for” (NICNT).2 Throughout ch. 11, he demonstrates that all 
Messiah followers must have trust in God, regardless of what circumstances they may face. 
Addressing the concept of “faith” to a First Century audience, he gives specific examples of 
figures from Biblical history who endured incredible hardships and persevered because 
they trusted in God. Likewise, if modern Believers face dire circumstances in life, we need 
to all know that we are neither alone nor unique, because someone in the past has been 
forced to experience such things as well. 

Faith requires people to put their lives completely into the hands of God, no matter 
what happens. As Donald Guthrie states it, faith involves “all that is beyond man’s normal 
knowledge or powers of comprehension.”3 As born again Believers, our trust and confidence 
in God must be based in the permanent atoning work of Yeshua the Messiah. Every day 
when we wake up, we must pray for the Lord to give us strength, the assurance that we are 
performing His work, and the comfort that He will see us through any difficult 
circumstances. This would have been especially true for Hebrews’ First Century audience, 

 
1 Evans, 191. 
2 Bruce, Hebrews, 276. 
3 Guthrie, Hebrews, 226. 
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who had either already endured severe persecution caused by the Edict of Claudius, or were 
getting ready to endure even more severe persecution. William L. Lane remarks that the 
author of Hebrews “underscores the eschatological, forward-looking character of faith, 
which invests the realm of objective hopes and promises with solidity.”4 “To have faith is to 
be sure of the things we hope for, to be certain of the things we cannot see” (Good News 
Bible). 

11:2 Our writer says that “Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval” (NRSV). 
The term hoi presbuteroi more correctly means “the elders” (KJV, YLT, NKJV), and given the 
content that will follow, it would have to include women such as Sarah (v. 11) and Rahab (v. 
31). By our author tracing the steps of those who had great faith, his mainly Jewish audience 
is admonished that they should likewise have faith. Lane points out, “the impact of this 
tendency can be traced both in the liturgy and in the preaching of the hellenistic 
synagogue.”5 This is evidence that once again our author’s primarily audience is 
concentrated in the Diaspora and not in the Land of Israel. Some have thought that the style 
of Hebrews ch. 11 is adapted from Sirach 44:1-50:21 in the Apocrypha. Notice the major 
parallels between v. 2 and the following opening lines: 

“Let us now praise famous men, and our fathers in their generations. The Lord 
apportioned to them great glory, his majesty from the beginning. There were those who 
ruled in their kingdoms, and were men renowned for their power, giving counsel by their 
understanding, and proclaiming prophecies; leaders of the people in their deliberations and 
in understanding of learning for the people, wise in their words of instruction; those who 
composed musical tunes, and set forth verses in writing; rich men furnished with resources, 
living peaceably in their habitations—all these were honored in their generations, and were 
the glory of their times” (Sirach 44:1-7). 

Seeing the faith of the ancients was not just something that was important for 
Hebrews’ predominantly Jewish audience, but for any of the non-Jews who also heard the 
letter. Guthrie indicates, “Gentile readers who had taken over the Old Testament as 
Scripture…would soon learn to recognize the divine stamp of approval on these men of the 
past.”6 We need to keep in mind that many of the non-Jewish Believers in the First Century 
had either been proselytes to Judaism, or God-fearers attending synagogue. These people 
would have known about greats such as Abraham, Moses, or David. Other non-Jewish 
Believers would have surely known about them, given the great amount of Messianic 
comparisons and contrasts present in Apostolic teaching. 

Making an appeal to the nostalgia of these figures is something that was not only 
common to First Century Judaism, but also anyone coming from a strictly Hellenistic 
background. F.F. Bruce notes, “the literary genre is by no means confined to the Judaeo-
Christian tradition; it shares many characteristics with the diatribe of Stoic-influenced 

 
4 Lane, 47b:315. 
5 Lane, 47b:317. 
6 Guthrie, Hebrews, 226. 
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rhetoric, which was given to the accumulation of historical or legendary examples of the 
particular quality under discussion.”7 Lane adds, “The literary genre of a catalogue of 
examples was thus well established in hellenistic Judaism…It served defined apologetic and 
parenthetic purposes, and was used effectively also in the missionary propaganda in which 
Judaism was engaged.”8 So, it may be said that our writer uses familiar communication 
techniques that any non-Jewish Believers in his audience would probably have already 
encountered; he is only adapting it with Yeshua the Messiah as the focus. 

The key, to what our author says here, is that via their faith, the ancients “obtained a 
good testimony” (NKJV), “received their commendation” (ESV), or “stand on record” (NEB). 
The Greek verb employed here is martureō, “to confirm or attest someth. on the basis of 
personal knowledge or belief, bear witness, be a witness” (BDAG).9 In this case, they 
“gained approval” through the witness of their lives—some even by dying. Anyone 
expressing a belief in Yeshua is to have a good witness. The Apostle Paul writes that an elder 
“must have a good testimony [marturian kalēn] among those who are outside, lest he fall into 
reproach and the snare of the devil” (1 Timothy 3:7, NKJV). All Believers must demonstrate a 
faithful witness to their belief in Yeshua the Messiah, whether they face death or not. 

Our author, as we should certainly expect, holds the Patriarchs and Matriarchs in very 
high regard. He is likely trying to comfort his audience on the unforeseen future that awaits 
them. For many of the Jews receiving this epistle, not knowing what was going to take place 
with the rising unrest, and the destruction of the Temple soon to occur, would have been 
very unnerving. They needed to have confidence to place their trust in God, the same as 
those who had gone before them. The difference this time, however, was that they had a 
more secure base for their faith because the Messiah had arrived onto the scene of human 
history. 

11:3 Donald Hagner points out that v. 3 “is the first of 18 sentences…that begin with by 
faith,”10 and here we see that the author of Hebrews emphasizes perhaps the most critical 
thing that any person must have faith about. He writes, “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” (NIV). While some versions will say that “the world was created by the word of God” 
(RSV), what is specifically employed here is the term rhēma, “that which is said or spoken, a 
word, saying” (LS).11 This would mean that at God’s spoken word the universe was created, 
paralleling the many “and God said” phrases that we see in Genesis 1 (1:1-3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 26) 
and elsewhere (Psalm 33:6, 9). 

While in many places the author of Hebrews does show that he has been exposed to 
some Hellenistic Jewish philosophy, his remarks in v. 3 run completely contrary to the 

 
7 Bruce, Hebrews, 278. 
8 Lane, 47b:317. 
9 BDAG, 617. 
10 Hagner, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2165. 
11 LS, 717. 



HEBREWS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 268 - 

Hellenistic idea of the universe being created out of chaos or pre-existent matter. The 
author of Hebrews fully adheres to the Biblical doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, or as Paul 
Ellingworth puts it, “the visible having come into being out of the invisible.”12 Lane 
comments, “It may…have been the writer’s intention to correct a widespread tendency in 
hellenistic Judaism to read Gen 1 in the light of Plato’s doctrine of creation in the Timaeus,”13 
which may be reflected in Wisdom 11:7 where God’s “all-powerful hand…created the world 
out of formless matter.” What our writer emphasizes here is best described in 2 Maccabees 
7:28: 

“I beseech you, my child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is 
in them, and recognize that God did not make them out of things that existed. Thus also 
mankind comes into being.” 

The most significant thing that any person claiming to believe in God must have, is the 
faith that He even exists. David A. deSilva directs us how, “The author’s interest here is 
merely to affirm that the material, visible cosmos came into being by means of causes 
beyond and above the realm of what can be experienced by the senses,”14 and that he builds 
upon this to show how this same God who made the universe can be trusted to help His 
people through difficult times. 

From vs. 4-38 onward we see our author describing some of the most important figures 
in Biblical history and the faith that they had. All of these figures are highly regarded to 
some degree or another in both Jewish and Christian tradition. How far we can go with 
understanding their lives and significance can be most extensive, given with what both 
Scripture attests of them, and what we see in ancient literature and theological writing until 
today. In attempting to understand what the writer of Hebrews communicates, we will have 
to do our best to limit ourselves to the specific traditions that he may be making light of to 
influence his audience. Lane makes the valid point, “The willingness of Jews and Christians 
to suffer for the undemonstrable astonished pagan observers,”15 and we will see how the 
ancients believed in a God that they could not see visibly—but could see via His interjecting 
Himself into their lives. This kind of faith is now expanded to include God’s Son, Yeshua the 
Messiah. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
12 Ellingworth, 568. 
13 Lane, 47b:332. 
14 deSilva, 386. 
15 Lane, 47b:316. 
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4 By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he 
obtained the testimony that he was righteous, God testifying about his gifts, and 
through faith, though he is dead, he still speaks. 
 
11:4 The first example of faith, attested by the author of Hebrews, is Abel offering “a 

more acceptable sacrifice than Cain” (RSV). We see this scene in Genesis 4:2-5: 
“Again, she gave birth to his brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of flocks, but Cain 

was a tiller of the ground. So it came about in the course of time that Cain brought an 
offering to the LORD of the fruit of the ground. Abel, on his part also brought of the firstlings 
of his flock and of their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and for his offering; 
but for Cain and for his offering He had no regard. So Cain became very angry and his 
countenance fell.” 

The specific reason why the Lord “paid heed to Abel and his offering, but to Cain and 
his offering He paid no heed” (NJPS), is because of sinful attitudes that were in the heart of 
Cain. In spite of God’s warning to Cain for him to master his sin, Cain murders his brother: 

“Then the LORD said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry? And why has your countenance 
fallen? If you do well, will not your countenance be lifted up? And if you do not do well, sin is 
crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it.’ Cain told Abel his 
brother. And it came about when they were in the field, that Cain rose up against Abel his 
brother and killed him” (Genesis 4:6-8). 

The author of Hebrews, looking back at what Abel did by sacrificing of his flocks to the 
Lord, interprets it as being an important act of faith. “Through this he received approval as 
righteous” (NRSV), but he was then murdered by his own brother. What is critical to note is 
that our author says “even though he is dead, he still speaks through this” (HCSB), 
employing the present active indicative lalei, indicating that Abel’s death speaks down to 
the time of his audience. This is thought at times to be influenced by a tradition recorded in 
the Pseudepigraphal work Testament of Abraham, where Abel is portrayed as a judge “who 
first bore witness, and God brought him here [Heaven] to judge” (B11:2).16 Abel is attested 
here to be the first person to suffer martyrdom, because of his righteousness. 

There are other important references that confirm Abel as being a righteous person. 
Yeshua the Messiah refutes the Pharisaical leaders with the words, “upon you may come all 
the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah 
the son of Barachiah” (Matthew 23:35, RSV). The Apostle John, encouraging First Century 
Believers to have love for one another, writes, “For this is the message which you have 
heard from the beginning, that we should love one another; not as Cain, who was of the evil 
one and slew his brother. And for what reason did he slay him? Because his deeds were evil, 
and his brother's were righteous” (1 John 3:12). 
 

 

 
16 E.P Sanders, “Testament of Abraham,” trans., in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 900. 
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5 By faith Enoch was taken up so that he would not see death; AND HE WAS NOT 
FOUND BECAUSE GOD TOOK HIM UP [Genesis 5:24]; for he obtained the witness that 
before his being taken up he was pleasing to God. 
 
11:5 The second example, that the author of Hebrews offers of faith, is that of the 

relatively elusive figure of Enoch. He writes that “By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so 
that he did not experience death” (NIV), and substantiates this with a quotation from 
Genesis 5:24 in its Septuagint version: 

 
GENESIS 5:24 (MT) GENESIS 5:24 (LXX) 

 
Enoch walked with God; and he was not, 
for God took him. 

 
And Enoch was well-pleasing to God, 
and was not found, because God 
translated him (LXE). 
 

 
v’yit’haleikh Chanokh et-ha’Elohim 
v’ei’nennu ki’laqach oto Elohim 

 

 
kai euērestēsen Enōch tō Theō kai ouk 
hēurisketo hoti metethēken auton ho 
Theos 
 

 
There is not a substantial difference between Genesis 5:18-24 in the Hebrew MT and 

Greek LXX. However, the Hebrew v’yit’haleikh Chanokh et-ha’Elohim, “and Enoch walked 
with God,” is extrapolated as kai euērestēsen Enōch tō Theō, “And Enoch was well-pleasing to 
God” (LXE). Perhaps this is why the NLT paraphrases Genesis 18:24 with “walking in close 
fellowship with God,” and this has to be the reason why he is attested by our author as 
having faith. 

Enoch appears twice elsewhere in the Apostolic Scriptures, in Luke’s genealogy chart 
of Yeshua (Luke 3:37), and in Jude 14 where he is attested as saying, “Behold, the Lord came 
with many thousands of His holy ones.” It is only in extra-Biblical sources where we see 
how highly regarded Enoch was. Perhaps the author of Hebrews is alluding to his audience’s 
knowledge of some of these traditions in emphasizing Enoch’s faith. Regardless of how 
much theological weight we put into these texts, we still have to acknowledge that Enoch 
was an example that many First Century Jews looked to. 

The Book of Jubilees, believing to record matters that Moses was given during his forty 
days on Mount Sinai, attests that Enoch “was the first who learned writing and knowledge 
and wisdom, from (among) the sons of men, from (among) those who were born upon the 
earth. And who wrote in a book the signs of the heaven according to the order of their 
months, so that the sons of man might know the (appointed) times of the years according to 
their order, with respect to each of their months” (Jubilees 4:17).17 

 
17 O.S. Wintermute, “Jubilees,” trans., in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2, 62. 
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The traditions we see reflected in the Apocrypha are more consistent with what we see 
in Hebrews 11:5: 

 
“Enoch pleased the Lord, and was taken up; he was an example of repentance to all 
generations” (Sirach 44:16). 
 
“There was one who pleased God and was loved by him, and while living among 
sinners he was taken up. He was caught up lest evil change his understanding or guile 
deceive his soul. For the fascination of wickedness obscures what is good, and roving 
desire perverts the innocent mind. Being perfected in a short time, he fulfilled long 
years; for his soul was pleasing to the Lord, therefore he took him quickly from the 
midst of wickedness. Yet the peoples saw and did not understand, nor take such a 
thing to heart, that God's grace and mercy are with his elect, and he watches over his 
holy ones” (Wisdom 4:10-15). 
 
The controversial Book of 1 Enoch, accredited to Enoch but likely compiled over several 

centuries (Second Century B.C.E.-First Century C.E.), survives in various Greek and 
Ethiopic versions. Regardless of the composition of the text, it does historically record how 
highly both Jews and Christians have considered Enoch: 

“Then an angel came to me [Enoch] and said to me, ‘You, son of man, who are born in 
righteousness and upon whom righteousness has dwelt, the righteousness of the 
Antecedent of Time will not forsake you’” (1 Enoch 71:14).18 

The Jewish philosopher Philo likewise has some high remarks for Enoch: 
 
“That which is placed in the next rank after hope is repentance for errors committed, 
and improvement; in reference to which principle Moses mentions next in order to 
Enos, the man who changed from a worse system of life to a better, who is called 
among the Hebrews Enoch, but as the Greeks would say, ‘gracious,’ of whom the 
following statement is made, ‘that Enoch pleased God, and was not found, because God 
transported him’ [Genesis 5:24.]” (On Abraham 3.17).19 
 
“[F]or these are twofold prizes, which are proposed for twofold successes, first of all 
for the abandonment of what is disgraceful, and, secondly, for the choice of what is 
excellent; and the prizes are a departure from home, and solitude. For Moses says, with 
reference to one who fled from the audacious innovations of the body, and who came 
over to the interests of the soul, ‘He was not found because God changed his place’ 
[Genesis 5:24]” (On Rewards and Punishments 3.17).20 
 

 
18 E. Isaac, “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” trans., in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 50. 
19 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 412. 
20 Ibid., 665. 
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Regardless of whatever tradition(s) the author of Hebrews may have been specifically 
referring to, he was likely relying on some of these sentiments to be present among his 
target audience. Due to the high regard the First Century Jewish community had for Enoch, 
he would have been an easy example to use of someone who was favored by God. Enoch did 
not suffer a human’s death, and was simply translated from this world. Our author’s 
emphasis here is not just that people must believe in God or in His existence, but that they 
believe that He is concerned with the affairs of humans. 
 

 
6 And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must 
believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him. 
 
11:6 After mentioning the two pre-Flood examples of Abel and Enoch, our writer now 

interjects the statement that “No one can please God without faith, for whoever comes to 
God must have faith that God exists and rewards those who seek him” (Good News Bible). 
The Greek reads with estin, literally meaning “He is,” but the rendering of “he exists” (RSV, 
NEB, REB, NRSV, et. al.) is entirely valid. We can see a slight parallel between v. 6 and 
Jeremiah 29:13, where the Lord says “You will seek Me and find Me when you search for Me 
with all your heart.” In this case here, those who seek God must believe in His existence. 
Because mortals on Earth cannot really see God, unlike pagans who tend to worship visible 
idols, a relationship with Him thus requires a great amount of faith. Without faith people 
cannot believe that He is real and that He is capable of interacting with mortals on any kind 
of intimate level. 
 

 
7 By faith Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence 
prepared an ark for the salvation of his household, by which he condemned the 
world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. 
 
11:7 The example detailed in v. 7 is Noah, who was “warned by God concerning events 

as yet unseen, [and] in reverent fear constructed an ark for the saving of his household” 
(ESV). The totality of Noah’s life is given in Genesis 5:28-9:29, beginning from his birth to 
his death sometime after the Flood. V. 7 specifically references that God instructed him to 
build an ark “to deliver his family” (HCSB), detailed for us in Genesis 6:11-13: 

“Now the earth was corrupt in the sight of God, and the earth was filled with violence. 
God looked on the earth, and behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted their way 
upon the earth. Then God said to Noah, ‘The end of all flesh has come before Me; for the 
earth is filled with violence because of them; and behold, I am about to destroy them with 
the earth.’” 

The “things not seen,” mentioned by our author, refer to the inevitable judgment of the 
world that Noah could not have fully understood. Nevertheless, because he was faithful to 
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God and obeyed Him, he and his family were spared from the flood. Our author employs the 
verb eulabeomai to describe Noah’s attitude, meaning “to show reverent regard for, 
reverence, respect” (BDAG),21 rendered in the NIV as “By faith Noah…in holy fear built an 
ark.” But how are we to understand the second half of v. 7, which tells us, “By this he 
condemned the world and became an heir of the righteousness that comes by faith” (ESV)? 

Some might view the building of the ark as an outward expression of Noah’s faith, thus 
functioning as some kind of judgment to those who saw him constructing it and did not take 
heed. Leon Morris notes, “Upright conduct will always stand in condemnation of 
wickedness (cf. Matt 12:41-42; Luke 11:31-32; 1 John 3:12).”22 Others might make a connection 
between Noah’s “condemning” of the world and what Peter writes in 2 Peter 2:5 about Noah 
being “a preacher of righteousness.” But how far do we take Noah being a “herald” (NRSV)? 
Do we assume that he actually “preached sermons,” or that he heralded the judgment to 
come by his good actions? Ellingworth offers us a possible solution, remarking, “It is 
possible…that Noah is here thought of as judging in an extended sense: the contrast between 
his righteousness and the sinfulness of most of his contemporaries speaks for itself in silent 
judgment.”23 

Regardless of how Noah was an example of righteousness, either through virulent 
preaching or simply a testimony of faithfulness by building the ark, we know that “Noah 
was found perfect and righteous; in the time of wrath he was taken in exchange; therefore a 
remnant was left to the earth when the flood came” (Sirach 44:17). 

Interestingly enough, both Hebrews 11:5 and 7 are paralleled in the late First Century 
work 1 Clement, indicating that our author’s examples of Enoch and Noah found additional 
application. In this case, we see how Clement of Rome applies Enoch and Noah as being 
eloquent models of ministry unto the Lord, and he urges the Corinthians he is writing to 
follow suit: 

 

 
21 BDAG, 407. 
22 Morris, in EXP, 12:116. 
23 Ellingworth, 579. 
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HEBREWS 11:5, 7 1 CLEMENt 9 

 
By faith Enoch was taken up so that he 
should not see death, and he was not 
found, because God had taken him. Now 
before he was taken he was commended as 
having pleased God…By faith Noah, being 
warned by God concerning events as yet 
unseen, in reverent fear constructed an 
ark for the saving of his household. By this 
he condemned the world and became an 
heir of the righteousness that comes by 
faith (ESV). 

 
Wherefore, let us yield obedience to 
His excellent and glorious will; and 
imploring His mercy and loving-
kindness, while we forsake all 
fruitless labors, and strife, and envy, 
which leads to death, let us turn and 
have recourse to His compassions. 
Let us steadfastly contemplate those 
who have perfectly ministered to His 
excellent glory. Let us take (for 
instance) Enoch, who, being found 
righteous in obedience, was 
translated, and death was never 
known to happen to him. Noah, 
being found faithful, preached 
regeneration to the world through 
his ministry; and the Lord saved by 
him the animals which, with one 
accord, entered into the ark.24 
 

 
 

8 By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he 
was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was 
going. 9 By faith he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, 
dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, fellow heirs of the same promise; 10 for he 
was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is 
God. 
 
11:8 The figure of Abraham is quite prominent in Hebrews, as our author has already 

mentioned him three times (2:16; 6:13; 7:1-9), and the theme of Abraham being an example 
of great faith is seen in the Pauline Epistles (Romans 4:11-12; Galatians 3:7, 9, 29). Whether 
or not the author of Hebrews is influenced by Paul’s examples of Abraham in his points is 
uncertain, as there are many ways one can particularize the faith of Abraham. Vs. 8-19 
concentrate on broad themes in the life of Abraham. The first example given by our author 
is Abraham’s obedience “to go out to a place which he was to receive as an inheritance…not 
knowing where he was to go” (RSV). This is detailed in Genesis 12:1-3: 

 
24 The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Libronix Digital Library System 1.0d: Church History Collection. 
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“Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country, and from your relatives 
and from your father's house, to the land which I will show you; and I will make you a great 
nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I 
will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse. And in you all the 
families of the earth will be blessed.’” 

If the author of Hebrews is paralleling anyone in first mentioning God’s command that 
Abraham leave his native country in Mesopotamia, to go somewhere he had never seen, 
then his words come closest to Stephen in his defense before the Sanhedrin in Acts 7:2-5: 

“And he said, ‘Hear me, brethren and fathers! The God of glory appeared to our father 
Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, and said to him, “LEAVE 
YOUR COUNTRY AND YOUR RELATIVES, AND COME INTO THE LAND THAT I WILL SHOW YOU” [Genesis 
11:32-12:1, 5; 15:7]. Then he left the land of the Chaldeans and settled in Haran. From there, 
after his father died, God had him move to this country in which you are now living. But He 
gave him no inheritance in it, not even a foot of ground, and yet, even when he had no child, 
He promised that HE WOULD GIVE IT TO HIM AS A POSSESSION, AND TO HIS DESCENDANTS AFTER 
HIM’ [Genesis 12:7; 13:15; 15:2, 18; 17:8; 24:7; 48:4].” 

Furthermore, we should notice strong parallels between Acts 7:2-5 and Hebrews 11:8-
10, 12, and what is seen in 1 Clement 7. This indicates that in the late First Century, Clement 
of Rome was acquainted with the strong appeal to Abraham for an example of great faith, 
and he may have been influenced by both of these texts: 

 
“Abraham, styled ‘the friend,’ was found faithful, inasmuch as he rendered obedience 
to the words of God. He, in the exercise of obedience, went out from his own country, 
and from his kindred, and from his father’s house, in order that, by forsaking a small 
territory, and a weak family, and an insignificant house, he might inherit the promises 
of God. For God said to him, ‘Get thee out from thy country, and from thy kindred, and 
from thy father’s house, into the land which I shall show thee. And I will make thee a 
great nation, and will bless thee, and make thy name great, and be blessed. And I will 
bless them that bless thee, and curse them that curse thee; and in thee shall all the 
families of the earth be blessed.’ And again, on his departing from Lot, God said to him. 
‘Lift up thine eyes, and look from the place where thou now art, northward, and 
southward, and eastward, and westward; for all the land which thou seest, to thee will 
I give it, and to thy seed for ever. And I will make thy seed as the dust of the earth, [so 
that] if a man can number the dust of the earth, then shall thy seed also be numbered.’ 
And again [the Scripture] saith, ‘God brought forth Abram, and spake unto him, Look 
up now to heaven, and count the stars if thou be able to number them; so shall thy seed 
be. And Abram believed God, and it was counted to him for righteousness.’ On account 
of his faith and hospitality, a son was given him in his old age; and in the exercise of 
obedience, he offered him as a sacrifice to God on one of the mountains which He 
showed him” (1 Clement 7).25 

 
25 Ibid. 
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11:9 The principal reason why Abraham had faith is that he did not know where he was 

going. God simply told him to leave his home country, and he left. The result of this is that 
“By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country” (NIV). 
The verb that our writer employs to describe this is paroikeō, “to inhabit a place as a 
foreigner, be a stranger” (BDAG).26 This is to emphasize the fact that Abraham, while living 
in a land promised to him, was still living in a different place. The closest connection that we 
can probably see with v. 9a is what Peter says about the redeemed in Messiah being 
strangers in the world: 

“Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage 
war against the soul. Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing 
in which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they 
observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:11-12). 

The Apostle Peter tells his readers that they are “aliens and temporary residents” 
(HCSB). While Abraham “came home” in a sense, living in the Promised Land, as a human 
being made righteous by God he was not yet home. 

Abraham, and his immediate descendants Isaac and Jacob, “lived in tents” (NIV). This 
is largely a statement about their condition living in the Promised Land, but some could 
interpret it as meaning that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob all lived together at one point in time. 
Did this really take place—or is it a reference to them all generically living in tents? It is 
probably best for us not to make any idle speculation from our author’s words here. 
Ellingworth validly remarks, “The author is not concerned with chronological detail; he 
follows a tradition already strong in the OT…of grouping together Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
as the authentic founding fathers of Israel.”27 In our view of v. 9b, we should not go beyond 
this. 

11:10 The most critical statement made here about Abraham is that even though he was 
living in the Promised Land, our author asserts how he looked beyond Planet Earth “to the 
city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (RSV). The Greek is more 
specific, indicating that this city does not just have “foundations,” but tous themelious, “the 
foundations” (YLT). God is the One who is the “designer and builder” (ESV) of this city. Tim 
Hegg validly points out, “The city which Abraham looked for is nothing less than the 
dwelling of God with man—the final place of His triumph in the work of salvation which He 
has wrought.”28 

The city that Abraham is testified as looking for is later said to be the Heavenly 
Jerusalem (12:22; 13:14), but this is something which is ultimately to come down in the New 
Creation (cf. Revelation 21:2, 9-27), and the new reality it represents in contrast to the 
widely transitory reality of the present Creation. God’s involvement in the life of Jerusalem 

 
26 BDAG, 779. 
27 Ellingworth, 583. 
28 Hegg, Hebrews, 207. 
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is a theme appropriated from the Tanach (Psalm 147:2; Isaiah 62:5), as there are many 
references to Jerusalem being the city established by God (Psalm 47:9; 86:1-3, 5; 122:3; Isaiah 
14:32 [LXX]; 33:20). This is also a sentiment we see in the Talmud, which records, “R. 
Samuel b. Nahmani said in the name of R. Johanan: Three were called by the name of the 
Holy One; blessed be He, and they are the following: The righteous, the Messiah and 
Jerusalem” (b.Bava Batra 75b).29 It is possible that the author of Hebrews is extending the 
fact that the Heavenly Jerusalem is established even more by God than the Earthly one is. 

Also to be considered is that when our author writes about “the city with firm 
foundations” (NEB), he is making a distinct reference to a polis. This gives us a huge hint 
that Hebrews’ primary audience was probably urban, confirming that the Jews who would 
read the letter were primarily from the Diaspora, as Diaspora Judaism was focused in the 
cities. But this does not disclude any non-Jews in Hebrews’ audience as well. Morris 
indicates, “To cultured men in the first century, the city was the highest form of civilized 
existence. Nothing served so well the pattern for the ideal community.”30 The theme of 
being part of a city was common enough to appeal to a large number of Jews and non-Jews, 
and may also be detected in Paul’s remark that “our citizenship [politeuma] is in heaven” 
(Philippians 3:20). 
 

 
11 By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, even beyond the proper 
time of life, since she considered Him faithful who had promised. 12 Therefore 
there was born even of one man, and him as good as dead at that, as many 
descendants AS THE STARS OF HEAVEN IN NUMBER, AND INNUMERABLE AS THE SAND WHICH IS BY 
THE SEASHORE [Genesis 15:5-6; 22:17; 32:12]. 
 
11:11 Our author’s words now shift slightly as he considers the figure of Sarah to be a 

very important example of faith, even though it can be a little confusing to see why. 
There is some controversy over how to translate v. 11, and whether or not Sarah or 

Abraham is the subject. The Greek offers us a challenge, reading with eis katabolēn 
spermatos. Bruce points out how “the phrase traditionally rendered as ‘to conceive seed’ just 
does not mean that; it refers to the father’s part in the generative process, not the mother’s. 
A literal translation would be, ‘for the deposition of seed.’”31 Most versions will render v. 11 
with something like “By faith Sarah herself received power to conceive” (RSV), as Sarra 
appears in the nominative case (indicating subject) in most critical versions. However, 
Bruce M. Metzger suggests that it is best to view v. 11 “to be a Hebraic circumstantial clause, 
thus allowing [Abraam] (ver. 8) to serve as subject of [elaben] (‘by faith, even though Sarah 

 
29 The Soncino Talmud. Judaic Classics Library II. 
30 Morris, in EXP, 12:118. 
31 Bruce, Hebrews, 296. 
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was barren, he [Abraham] received power to beget…’),”32 thus reading Sarra in the dative 
case (indicating indirect object).33 This is why the NIV reads as “By faith Abraham, even 
though he was past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to become a father 
because he considered him faithful who had made the promise.” 

Even though Abraham is most likely the subject of v. 11, this does not mean that Sarah’s 
being mentioned is not important, nor that she lacked faith. This can be difficult to see at 
first, because when told that she would bear a child, “Sarah laughed to herself, saying, ‘After 
I have become old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?’” (Genesis 18:12). Initially, 
Sarah thought it humorous that an old woman such as herself could bear a child, but it is 
most probable that she came to share in her husband’s faith, thus being an example to 
follow. Lane points out that our author “concentrates all attention on the active faith which 
they became capable of resuming normal sexual relations, in the course of which Abraham 
was enabled to become a father.”34 This is an interesting point of view, because in order to 
have faith that they would even have a child—Abraham and Sarah as old people had to have 
faith that they could even have sexual intercourse! 

Our author, using a unique point of view, has some distinct things in mind pertaining 
to the “faith” of Abraham and Sarah. The highlight of the Isaac narrative is the fact that 
Abraham and Sarah were both beyond the age of having children. As an old man Abraham 
could not easily deposit seed, on top of the fact that Sarah was clearly barren: 

“Sarai was barren; she had no child…Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in 
age; Sarah was past childbearing” (Genesis 11:30; 18:11). 

To give us some kind of an idea about how serious the faith of Abraham had to be, 
Genesis 21:5 attests, “Now Abraham was one hundred years old when his son Isaac was born 
to him.” The Apostle Paul comments on this, “Without becoming weak in faith he 
contemplated his own body, now as good as dead since he was about a hundred years old, 
and the deadness of Sarah's womb” (Romans 4:19). Paul says that Abraham’s body was 
practically “dead and shriveled loins” (The Message). We actually see a double miracle with 
the conception of Isaac that would have required faith on both Abraham and Sarah’s part. Not 
surprisingly, the term rendered as either “power” (RSV) or “ability” in v. 11 is dunamis, 
frequently rendered as “miracle” in the Gospels to describe the power of Yeshua. As TDNT 
explains, “God’s power operates in the weak and corruptible sphere of human existence. It 
is thus visible only to faith, but for this very reason is known as divine, not human power.”35 

11:12 The realization of the faith of both Sarah and Abraham was the fulfillment of 
God’s promise to them, as “there sprang descendants as numerous as the stars in the 
heavens or the countless grains of sand on the seashore” (REB). This is adapted from various 
passages seen in Genesis: 

 
32 Metzger, 672. 
33 Bruce, Hebrews, 296 fn#104; Lane, 47b:344-345 fn#k. 
34 Lane, 47b:354. 
35 W. Grundmann, “to be able,” in TDNT, 191. 
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“And He took him outside and said, ‘Now look toward the heavens, and count the stars, 
if you are able to count them.’ And He said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’ Then 
he believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:5-6). 
 
“[I]ndeed I will greatly bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of 
the heavens and as the sand which is on the seashore; and your seed shall possess the 
gate of their enemies” (Genesis 22:17). 
 
Moses later attests in Deuteronomy 1:10 that “The LORD your God has multiplied you, 

and behold, you are this day like the stars of heaven in number,” indeed indicating that God 
was faithful to His promise to Abraham to multiply his descendants. Moses further states, 
“Your fathers went down to Egypt seventy persons in all, and now the LORD your God has 
made you as numerous as the stars of heaven” (Deuteronomy 10:22). The Tanach records 
continuing fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, saying that “Judah and Israel were as 
numerous as the sand that is on the seashore in abundance; they were eating and drinking 
and rejoicing” (1 Kings 4:20). The author of Hebrews likewise recognized the faithfulness of 
God to His promise, because he can say they “considered Him faithful who had promised.” 
Unfortunately, though—as a definite testimony to faithlessness—the Lord Himself would 
also warn Ancient Israel: “you shall be left few in number, whereas you were as numerous 
as the stars of heaven, because you did not obey the LORD your God” (Deuteronomy 28:62). 
 

 
13 All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them 
and having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were 
strangers and exiles on the earth. 14 For those who say such things make it clear 
that they are seeking a country of their own. 15 And indeed if they had been 
thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have had 
opportunity to return. 16 But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a 
heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has 
prepared a city for them. 
 
11:13 In vs. 13-16 our writer briefly interjects his own comments while talking about 

Abraham. He remarks that the individuals thus far “all died in faith, not having received 
what was promised, but having seen it and greeted it from afar, and having acknowledged 
that they were strangers and exiles on the earth” (RSV). What is the promise that they were 
all looking forward to? Abraham and Sarah were able to get a foretaste of God’s promise to 
them that they would have a son, and thus have many physical descendants. But this is not 
the promise that is being referred to, because not all of these figures (Abel, Enoch, Noah) 
were given a promise of physical descendants. What these figures have in common is that 
they “were foreigners and nomads here on earth” (NLT). Their promise, as detailed in v. 10, 
was to inherit a heavenly city built by God. 



HEBREWS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 280 - 

The idea, that the Patriarchs and Matriarchs were aliens, is something that is seen 
several times in Genesis (17:8; 23:4; 28:4). In fact, “The Jewish people in the Diaspora saw 
themselves only as ‘sojourners’ among the nations” (IVPBBC),36 basing this belief on texts 
such as Genesis 23:4 and Leviticus 25:23: 

 
“I am a stranger and a sojourner among you; give me a burial site among you that I may 
bury my dead out of my sight” (Genesis 23:4). 
 
“The land, moreover, shall not be sold permanently, for the land is Mine; for you are 
but aliens and sojourners with Me” (Leviticus 25:23). 
 
11:14 The author of Hebrews is not using language that his largely Jewish audience 

would have been unfamiliar with. But, he does make key connections that they might have 
missed. The Patriarchs and Matriarchs had to have faith in God in the promise of 
redemption coming to the people of the world through a Savior, and that this would 
ultimately consummate in a grand redemption. None of these figures partook of the New 
Creation that will only be realized when the righteous enter into the Eternal State. V. 14 
particularizes these ideas to an extent, as our writer says “Those who use such language 
show plainly that they are looking for a country of their own” (NEB). While terms like 
“country” and “city” can be used interchangeably—more likely is that a capital city 
Jerusalem, and a country Earth ruled by God from this city, are what are in view. 

11:15 The place, that our author refers the Patriarchs and Matriarchs looking to, is not 
of this Earth, as he states, “If they had been remembering that land they came from, they 
would have had opportunity to return” (HCSB). Even though Abraham was called out of 
Mesopotamia into a Promised Land—it was still a place on Earth. Morris comments, “All 
these...wholeheartedly accepted God’s word. Had they been earthly minded, they could have 
gone back to Mesopotamia. But their hearts were set on their heavenly home, and they did 
not go back. Singlemindedly they walked the path of faith.”37 

11:16 The author of Hebrews is quite correct by saying, “Instead, they were longing for 
a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for 
he has prepared a city for them” (NIV). Describing the future country and city that God has 
prepared, this is notably not Heaven, ouranos, but rather is something epouranios, “celestial, 
heavenly” (BDAG),38 with epouranios being an adjective. This has to be viewed as nothing 
less than the presumed Heaven-Earth merger in the coming New Creation (Revelation 
21:1-10). 

Interestingly, the author of Hebrews will later observe how the spirits of the righteous 
deceased are presently in the Heavenly Jerusalem with God and a company of angels (12:23). 

 
36 Keener, 675. 
37 Morris, in EXP, 12:121. 
38 BDAG, 388. 
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Yet, what is in view here in v. 16, and the country that they did not inherit—and neither 
have we fully inherited at the present time—is “of Heaven.” The reign of Heaven will surely 
be present on Earth when Yeshua rules during the Messianic Age or Millennial Kingdom. 
Yet, the country anticipated will actually not be fully inherited by any of the righteous until 
it comes down from the sky at the end of the Millennium, the Eternal State begins 
(Revelation 21:2, 10), and a new sort of existence and reality is able to be experienced by the 
redeemed with the New Jerusalem, New Heavens, and New Earth (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:28). 
 

 
17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had 
received the promises was offering up his only begotten son; 18 it was he to whom 
it was said, “IN ISAAC YOUR DESCENDANTS SHALL BE CALLED” [Genesis 21:12]. 19 He 
considered that God is able to raise people even from the dead, from which he also 
received him back as a type. 
 
11:17 The author of Hebrews now shifts his language on faith to a series of examples 

that are interspersed with references to suffering and death. He continues his remarks 
about Abraham, saying, “By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he 
who had received the promises was ready to offer up his only son” (RSV). Abraham was 
commanded by God to take his son of promise and offer him up as a sacrifice: 

“He said, ‘Take now your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land 
of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will 
tell you’” (Genesis 22:2). 

Abraham does as the Lord requests, but is stopped at the last moment before the 
offering can be made: 

“He said, ‘Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I 
know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me’” 
(Genesis 22:12). 

11:18 Our author’s partial quote of Genesis 21:12 gives readers good cause to consider 
the faith of Abraham in performing this act of obedience: 

“But God said to Abraham, ‘Do not be distressed because of the lad and your maid; 
whatever Sarah tells you, listen to her, for through Isaac your descendants shall be named.’” 

The Lord’s promise that “in Isaac your seed shall be called” (NKJV) indicates the gravity 
of Abraham holding the knife about to kill his only son. Not only was Abraham asked to 
offer up his only son, but he had to surrender his entire future to God. Now, it is notable that 
Abraham did have other sons (Genesis 25:1-2, 5-6), but this son is monogenēs, meaning “only, 
unique” (CGEDNT).39 The binding of Isaac, often referred to as the Aqedah in Jewish theology, 
is traditionally viewed in Judaism as the classic example of martyrdom. Furthermore, there 
is no indication in the Genesis narrative that Isaac ever resisted Abraham binding him, in 

 
39 CGEDNT, 118. 
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