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11:1-40 Examples of Faithful Endurance 
 

―The previous chapter closed with the solemn lesson: there is no alternative. 

Believing or drawing back; there is no safety or strength for the Christian, but to 

be strong in faith; there is no way of pleasing God, of abiding in His presence and 

favor, but by faith‖ (Murray, The Holiest of All, 421).  

 

The author of Hebrews sees faith as ―that trust in God that enables the 

believer to press on steadily whatever the future holds for him‖ (Morris, 112). 

―Steadfast endurance in the face of obstacles is the evidence of true faith, and it 

was this very feature that the OT heroes here mentioned exemplified in their 

lives‖ (Kent, 213). 

 

The writer has already urged his listeners to avoid the negative examples of 

those who wandered in the wilderness (3:7-19) but to be ―imitators of those who 

through faith and patience inherit the promises‖ (Heb. 6:12) – even mentioning 

Abraham as an example (6:13-15).  Then, chapter 10 ended with ―For you have need 

of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was 

promised‖ (Heb. 10:36). This is followed by 12:1-11 which is also about endurance. It 

seems obvious, therefore, that chapter 11, sandwiched between 10:36-39 and 12:1-

11, is dedicated to giving examples of those who have remained steadfast in their 

faith. It is still an exhortation, but one that motivates the readers by listing others 

who have endured. 

 

It is also interesting to note that the list given in Hebrews is also given in 

historical sequence ―so as to provide an outline of the redemptive purpose of God, 

advancing through the age of promise until at last in Jesus . . . the age of 

fulfillment is inaugurated. . .  So while vv. 8-19 speak of Abraham‘s faithful 

perseverance, they draw special attention to the history of God‘s promise in 

relation to Abraham‘s call and migration to Canaan (vv. 8-10), the conception of 

Isaac (vv. 11-12), the delay in the fulfillment of the promise (vv. 13-16) and the 

command to offer up Isaac (vv. 17-19). . .Their faith testified ‖ (O‘Brien, 395).  
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11:1-7 Faith in the Unseen 
 
11:1-2 The Meaning of Faith 

 

 11:1 Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 
things not seen. 
 11:2 For by it the men of old gained approval. 

  

Verses 1-3 do not give a formal definition of faith, but state some of the 

characteristics of what faith does (Morris, 113, Kent, 216, Bruce, 276).  

 

In the sentence structure of the original Greek, the word ―is‖ (estin - e;stin) 

comes first. This stresses that faith is a present and continuing reality (Morris, 

113).  

 

1. Faith is ―the assurance of things hoped for‖. The word in Greek translated 

as ―assurance‖ is hupostasis [ùpo,stasij]. ―Assurance‖ is a subjective feeling. It is a 

sense about something being certain. However, in Greek, hupostasis [ùpo,stasij] 

literally means ―that which stands under‖ (Morris, 113) or ―foundation.‖ Therefore, 

some take hupostasis [ùpo,stasij] in an objective sense; that is, faith isn‘t just a 

feeling (i.e. assurance) it is the basis or the substructure of our hope. A third 

understanding is that hupostasis [ùpo,stasij] denotes ―reality‖ or ―substance.‖ This 

would mean that the author is saying that faith is something we have now that gives 

reality to the unseen things that are hoped for (O‘Brien, 398-399). Faith lays hold 

of what God has promised in the future as real and solid. Through the eyes of faith, 

God‘s future promises are as substantial as the present.  Of these three 

possibilities, the last seems best. The Bible teaches about many realities which 

have no material evidence (e.g. eternal life, heaven, hell, etc.) but faith enables us 

to know that these realities exist.  

 

2. Secondly, faith is ―the conviction of things not seen.‖ Similar problems exist in 

relation to the word translated as ―conviction‖ as they did for hupostasis [ùpo,stasij] 

(―assurance‖) in the first half of the verse. The word was used of the proof or 

demonstration of something in dispute. Therefore, it seems better to translate it 

as ―proof, demonstration‖, or ―evidence‖ (O‘Brien, 400). Faith demonstrates the 

existence of reality that cannot be perceived through regular sense perception 

(O‘Brien, 400). This is supported by the comment in verse 7 where ―the events not 

seen‖ are realities that have not yet been experienced but will be at a future time.  

 

 The verb ―to gain approval‖ was often used to publically testify about a 

person‘s character. Here the passive voice points to God‘s approval – the ancients 
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gained God‘s approval as He observed their belief in what He had revealed (7:8, 17; 

10:15; 11:2, 4, 5, 39).  

 

Thus faith is not ―. . .  a faculty of second sight, a mysterious intuition into 

the spiritual world. But the chapter amply shows that the faith illustrated, e.g. by 

Abraham, Moses, Rahab, was simply reliance upon a God known to be trustworthy. 

Such reliance enabled the believer to treat the future as present and the invisible 

as seen‖ (ISBE ―faith‖) 

 

Before proceeding to the list of those who possessed faith, the author gives 

an example of how faith is a conviction of things not seen. Verse 3 serves an 

important function in that it introduces the idea of ―divine testimony‖ and its 

relation to faith.  ―In its barest primary form, faith is simply crediting or accepting 

God's testimony (1 Jn. 5:9-13)‖ (Fausset‘s Bible Dictionary, ―faith‖) 

 

 11:3 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. 

 

Before the author moves on to the ancients‘ faith, he illustrates what he 
means by ―faith is the substance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 
seen‖ by considering the creation of the universe. Our belief in how the world came 

into existence comes from a conviction about things we never saw happen.  

 

Here, as in Hebrews 1:2, the word for ―worlds‖ is literally ―ages‖ (aiones - 

aivw/naj) and shows that both space and time are in view (see notes on 1:2). Both 

physical matter and the sum of the periods of time including all that is manifested 

in them, have their origin in God.  When God said, ―Let there be light.‖ There was 

light. By the word of God, all that exists has its existence. The clause beginning 

with ―so that‖ (a result clause – O‘Brien, 401, n. 41) tells us what this belief implies.   

 

When we believe that God created the world, it implies that we believe in 

what we cannot see. That is what faith is – it is ―the conviction of things not seen‖ 

(v.1).  None of us were present when the universe was created. We see the universe, 

but we cannot see its origin. Nevertheless, we believe that these ―things which are 

visible‖ (the universe) came into being when God spoke them into existence (which 

cannot be seen; cf. Gen. 1; Psa. 33:6, 9). If we believe what we have not seen, then 

we can also believe in the future promises of God which we cannot see (the 

substance of things hoped for – v.1). 
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His point is that the same faith that explains our present existence is also 
the foundation for our future hope.  Though we cannot see the future - heaven, 

eternal life, Christ seated at the right hand of the Father, the kingdom – the same 

faith that we exercise in past ―unseens‖ can be applied into the future as well.  

 
―The visible world to man is his great temptation to forget God. Faith is the eye with which he can see 

God in all, which makes every part of it the transparent revelation of the nearness and goodness of God. . . . Faith 
sees His superscription on every part of His handiwork . . .  the world, instead of being a hindrance, becomes a help 
in revealing the everlasting God‖  

(Murray, The Holiest of All, 424). 
 

11:4-7 The faith of those prior to the flood 

 
Faith is a universal characteristic of the men and women approved by God. 

This is true before the law was given, after the law was given, and today. It is 

proven in the lives of those in the past who were most esteemed by the Jews. 

 

It should be remembered that when the phrase ―by faith‖ appears in the 

following verses, it is referring to the kind of faith spoken about in verses 1-3. 

 

The first example of faith is found in Abel, whose offering was more 

acceptable than that of his brother‘s (Heb. 11:4; Gen. 4:3-7).  

 

 11:4 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. 

 

Genesis 4:3-5   

 

3 So it came about in the course of time that Cain brought an 

offering to the LORD of the fruit of the ground.   

4 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;   

5. So Cain became very angry and his countenance fell.  

 

Although both Cain and Abel brought offerings appropriate to their 

occupations (Cain was a farmer, Abel was a shepherd), the Scripture tells us that 

the LORD had regard for Abel and for his offering but He had no regard for Cain 

and for his offering. 

 

A number of suggestions have been made as to why Abel‘s offering was 

better (Bruce, 282-283), but many conservative scholars have concluded that the 
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offering itself wasn‘t the issue, rather it was Abel‘s heart that made his offering 

acceptable to God [see appendix 6 for details]. This is what the author of Hebrews 

himself concludes. Abel‘s offering was a testimony of his faith – for ―without faith 

it is impossible to please God‖ (11:6).The manner in which the offering was given 

proved something about his heart which Cain‘s offering did not. It demonstrated 

that Abel had the kind of faith that God approved of (cf. note on 11:2) and this 

faith still speaks to us today (cf. Gen. 4:10). 

 

In the OT account, Abel‘s sacrifice is not called ―righteousness,‖ however, 

Genesis 4:7 comes close to saying that when it implies that he did what was right – 

and ―being right‖ with God is what righteousness is.  

 

The second example of faith is that of Enoch.  

 

 11:5 By faith Enoch was taken up so that he would not see death; AND 
HE WAS NOT FOUND BECAUSE GOD TOOK HIM UP; for he obtained 
the witness that before his being taken up he was pleasing to God.  

 

In Genesis 5:21-24 Enoch‘s name comes up among a list of Adam‘s 

descendents where each person mentioned concludes with the solemn note ―and he 

died.‖ The only relief from this persistent reframe is with Enoch - in Genesis 5:24 

it says that ―Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him 

away‖ (O‘Brien, 404). In our author‘s mind the decisive factor for this was the faith 

in Enoch‘s life that was lived out in active righteousness. That is, because Enoch 

pleased God, God took him up. Faith and actions are so inseparably connected that 

to possess one is to possess the other.  

 

The author‘s logic runs backwards to ours. We tend to speak of faith that 

results in actions which pleases God, but here the author reasons that it is because 

Abel‘s and Enoch‘s actions pleased God, we can conclude that they had faith. 

 

This leads to the universal principle: 

 

11:6 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. 

 

The notion of believers coming near to God is a recurrent theme in Hebrews 

(see on 4:16), appearing at significant points in the discourse. ―It describes a direct 

and definitive approach to Him (7:25; 12:22) as well as the regular expression of an 

ongoing relationship (4:16; 10:22). This new relationship between God and His people 
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was promised in the new covenant (8:10-12; 10:16; Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:26-27) and 

has been effected through Christ‘s high priestly mediation in His death and 

exaltation (7:25). Just as it is impossible then, to please God without faith, so it is 

necessary for anyone drawing near to Him to believe‖ (O‘Brien, 405).  

 

Verse 6 is crucial for us to grasp. It does not say that it is difficult to 

please God without faith, it says it is impossible! There is no substitute for faith.  

 

The faith includes two things: (1) believing in God‘s existence and (2) that 

God rewards those who seek Him. 

 

―Faith is the spiritual sense by which we recognize the presence and 

character of the unseen God; both that He is, and that He rewards the seeker. . . 

faith believes that God can be found, that He can and will make Himself known; that 

He cares for everyone who truly longs for Him; and that He has a divine reward for 

the seeker after Him.‖ (Murray, The Holiest of All, 430). 

 

Basic to faith is the belief in God. This is not just a belief in any god, but 

belief in ―the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God‖ (I Tim. 1:17), the God 

that the author himself has spoken of as revealed in His Son (Heb 1:1-3). Without 

this foundation, there is no faith at all. 

 

Reward is a consequence of belief in the true God. Although seeking God may 

be at times dark and long and the progress slow, faith honors God by persevering in 

the knowledge that it is worth it all. The reward God gives is summed up in 

salvation, but more specifically, it consists of life in God‘s presence. Enoch received 

his reward when he was taken up into God‘s presence. Moses looked forward to the 

same (11:26). Our blessing in Christ has been the granting of access to the throne 

of grace (4:16; 7:19; 10:22). 

 

Thus, faith that pleases God believes both in an invisible spiritual order and 

in the promises of God which have not yet been fulfilled. 

 

Verses 1-7 which focuses on faith in things which are not seen, now 

concludes with Noah.  
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11:7 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  (i.e. by faith)  

    he condemned the world,  
and 
   became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. 
 

The third illustration of someone who had faith is Noah whose righteousness 

was almost proverbial (Ezek. 14:14). Hebrews 11:7 says that he was ―warned about 

things not yet seen.‖ Although Noah had never seen a flood of the magnitude that 

God had spoken of (Gen. 7:11-12), and in all likelihood had never even seen rain, he 

responded to God's word by doing exactly as He commanded. Though being mocked 

by his contemporaries, he believed God and acted accordingly. Faith is clearly 

forward-looking and taking God at His word in such a way that it results in 

obedience. 

 

Noah‘s faith was a testimony that clearly drew the line between him and the 

unbelief in the world around him. Like Enoch and Abel, Noah gave tangible evidence 

of his spiritual condition. The light his faith provided made the unbelieving even 

more accountable for their sin (Heb. 11:7b) and so the world was condemned 

through Noah‘s faith. [Note that the salvation spoken of in verse 7 is temporal 

salvation from the flood waters, not spiritual salvation.] 

 

It also says that Noah became an heir of righteousness through faith. 

Although the OT makes no specific mention of Noah‘s faith, it does say that he 

found favor in God‘s eyes and was righteous (Gen. 6:8, 9; 7:1; Ezek. 14:14, 20) and 

that he walked with God and pleased Him. Since it is impossible to please God 

without faith, faith must be assumed. By his obedience he became a living witness 

to the truth that the righteous live by faith (Hab. 2:4; Heb. 10:38). Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob are also said to be joint heirs of the promise (11:8, 9) implying 

that all who have faith will share in the righteousness given by God.  

 

These examples are intended to spur the believer to obedience and to 

persevere in the faith. Noah‘s experience of physical salvation for his faith would 

naturally stir people to think of spiritual salvation from death and judgment (I Pet. 

3:20-21). 
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11:8-22 The faith of the patriarchs   
 

Abraham‘s faith is examined next.  

 
11:8 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.   

 
Abraham‘s faith was attested to in the OT – Genesis 15:6 says, ―Abram 

believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.‖  

 

Abraham‘s faith was already mentioned by the author (Heb. 6:13-15) and 

manifested in his readiness to leave all he had to follow the call of God. It was only 

after Abraham left Ur that God promised him that the land of Canaan would be his 

(Gen. 12:6-7). But the promise was all he received! Abraham never became a 

permanent resident anywhere (Heb. 11:9-10).   

 

11:9 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;   

 

Abraham was never a permanent resident in the land God had promised him 

as his possession. He was an ―alien‖, a foreigner, with no native or civil rights. A tent 

was his ―home‖ further indicates the temporary nature of his existence and 

contrasts the permanent nature of a city in verses 10 and 16. In fact, for all 

practical purposes he died as a stranger in the land he never received. Acts 7:5 

says, ―He [God] gave him [Abraham] no inheritance here, not even a foot of ground. 

But God promised him that he and his descendants after him would possess the 

land, even though at that time Abraham had no child.‖ Nevertheless, Abraham lived 

by faith.  

 

The repetition of the word ―promise‖ in verse 9 helps us understand how 

Abraham lived by faith. The land is called the land of promise – a phrase that does 

not appear in the OT. Abraham‘s faith wasn‘t tied to anything but the 

trustworthiness of God.  

 

But to Abraham the promise was as substantial as its realization (cf. notes 

on 11:1; Bruce, 292). 
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11:10 for he was looking for the city which has foundations, 
whose architect and builder is God.   

 

Hebrews 11:10 explains how Abraham was able to obey God‘s call of leaving 

his homeland without knowing where he was going and how he was able to be content 

living in tents in a land that was to be his; namely, he looked for a city which has 

foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  To ―look‖ is an intensive verb in 

Greek meaning to wait expectantly.  The city, in contrast to tents, was a lasting 

dwelling place, for a tent has no foundation. This city is the city of God, a heavenly 

city (11:16), and unshakable kingdom (12:28).  

 

The reason the patriarch‘s faith was so strong was because it was not 

centered on temporal things, but on the eternal goal of our salvation. Just as the 

true rest of God was not simply in the earthly Canaan (Heb. 4:8), neither was the 

city that Abraham was looking forward to a temporal place on this earth. He 

desired to dwell in the eternal Jerusalem, the permanent dwelling of every believer 

now made accessible through the blood of Christ (Cf. Heb. 11:16; 12:22; 13:14; Gal. 

4:26; Rev. 21:12 for other references to this city). It was because he was focused 

on something of infinitely greater value that the inconveniences of this world 

seemed small in comparison. Faith sees the unseen. 

 

11:11 By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, 
even beyond the proper time of life, since she considered Him faithful 
who had promised.   

 

It is debated as to whose faith is being spoken of in verse 11. 

Traditionally, scholars had seen this as Sarah‘s faith. But this poses a 

number of problems. 

 

1) Sarah isn‘t a good example of faith (Gen 18:12-15). 

2) In verse 12 Abraham is still the subject which would mean that 

verse 11 is a diversion.  

3) And Genesis 15:6 stresses Abraham‘s faith in the promise that God 

would provide a descendant. 

4) But the biggest difficulty is that the word translated as ―conceive‖ 

is literally ―to conceive seed‖ (eis katabolen spermatos  -  eivj 

katabolh.n spe,rmatoj) which refers to the father‘s generative 

process not the mother‘s. 
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If it is Abraham‘s faith, then it could also be translated as ―By faith, 

he [Abraham] also, together with barren Sarah, received power to beget. . .‖ 

(O‘Brien, 415). In this case ―together with Sarah‖ is referred to as a dative 

of accompaniment in Greek grammar (O‘Brien, 415). This seems to be the 

most probable; verse 11 is still referring to Abraham‘s faith. 

 

11:12 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.   

 
God also promised Abraham that his descendants would be as ―numerous as 

the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the seashore‖ (Heb. 11:12; Gen. 

15:4-5; 22:17; Exo. 32:13; Deut. 1:10; 10:22; 28:62). The wording is also reminiscent 

of Isaiah 51:2 ―Look to Abraham your father, And to Sarah who gave birth to you in 

pain; When he was one I called him, Then I blessed him and multiplied him." Yet it 

wasn‘t until twenty-five years after the promise, when Sarah was 90 years old and 

past the age of bearing children, God announced that she would have a son (Heb. 

11:11; Cf. Gen. 18:10-15; 21:6-7 for Sarah‘s initial and later responses). At the time 

of the announcement, Abraham was 99 years old (Gen, 17:1, 15-17; 21:5) and ―as 

good as dead‖ (Heb. 11:12). However, Abraham believed that God would give them a 

son even if He had to intervene supernaturally to do it. Nine months later Isaac was 

born. This is a third example of Abraham‘s faith; his faith had the power to 

overcome the doubt of becoming a father even in old age.  

 

The readers, who were numbered among Abraham‘s descendants, are 

encouraged to take heart and endure, for God fulfilled His promise even at a time 

when Sarah, Abraham‘s wife, was barren.   

 

Many have seen the connection between this passage and the one in Hebrews 

6:13-15  ―For when God made the promise to Abraham, since He could swear by no 

one greater, He swore by Himself,  saying, "I WILL SURELY BLESS YOU AND I 

WILL SURELY MULTIPLY YOU."  And so, having patiently waited, he obtained the 

promise.‖ The two passages fit the theme of faith. In Hebrews 6 the emphasis is on 

endurance in waiting, here it is on Abraham and the fact that Abraham lived his life 

by faith in the promise. 
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11:13 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.   

 
In the midst of these examples, the author pauses to reflect upon what all 

this means. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Sarah were living by faith, but they all died 

having never seen the promises realized. Nevertheless, their faith kept looking 

forward. They did not ―allow ‗the event of death to call into question the validity of 

the promises‘‖ (O‘Brien, 419). Since faith is the ability to see future promises as 

certain, the objective nature of the promises became a reality for them. As verse 

13 says, they ―welcomed them from a distance.‖ 

 

While they walked this earth they all recognized that this was not their 
home. ―They admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth‖ (Heb. 11:13). 
When Abraham wanted to purchase land to bury Sarah he said, "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" (Gen. 23:4). They not only accepted that this was not their home, 

the confessed it. This is the counterpart of confessing the promises of God. Their 

walk by faith showed what the real object of their expectations was and, as a 

result, God was not ashamed to be called their God.  

 

11:14 For those who say such things make it clear that they are 
seeking a country of their own.   
 

 The author now draws the conclusion (―for‖ shows that he is explaining his 

comment that they considered themselves ―strangers and exiles on the earth‖). By 

admitting that they were aliens and strangers, it is clear that Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob had no hope of finding permanent satisfaction on this earth; rather, they 

were seeking a country of their own – one not of this world.  

 

11:15 And indeed if they had been thinking of that country from 
which they went out, they would have had opportunity to return. 
 11:16(a) But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a 
heavenly one.   
  

It was widespread in ancient times, as it is for some today, that people 

wanted a homeland. Often people tried to return to a homeland at considerable risk. 

When in exile the Jews living outside the land wanted to return to Jerusalem. 

Therefore, one might assume that Abraham‘s desire was to return to Mesopotamia 

– the country he had left. But had he wanted to go back, he would have had ample 

opportunity to do so. Instead, Abraham sought a homeland of a different place of 
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origin. He wasn‘t thinking of the country he had left; he was looking for ―a better 

country, that is, a heavenly one.‖ 

 

It should be noted that ―heavenly‖ need not mean that it is disconnected 

from the physical earth. ―When Jesus and the disciples announced the nearness of 

―the kingdom of heaven‖ they were not referring to a non-earthly entity. Rather 

they were proclaiming the coming of the reign of God on earth (cf. Matt. 6:10 ―your 

kingdom come your will be done on earth. . .‖) . . . To describe Jerusalem and the 

country as heavenly is simply to speak of them in their final eternal state, which is 

the result of God‘s salvation. The hope of the patriarchs and the prophets for a 

restored earthly Jerusalem ultimately merged into a Jerusalem of eternal, heavenly 

quality created anew by the final salvation of God. . . The hope of the Old 

Testament was ultimately for an eternal state of things, for the prophets knew 

that the ‗present heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth will wear out like a 

garment‘ (Isa. 51:6). Consequently, along with their portrayal of the rule of the 

Messiah over a yet imperfect world (cf. Isa. 2:1-4; Zec. 14:16 ff.), they looked 

forward to the creation of the new heaven and new earth (Isa. 65:17; 66:22)‖ 

(Saucy, The Case for Progressive Dispensationalism, 55). 

 
11:16(b) Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God; 

for He has prepared a city for them.   
 

 Because of this outlook, God is not ashamed to call Himself their God (Exo. 

3:6, 15, 16).   

 

11:17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, 
and he who had received the promises was offering up his only begotten 
son;   

11:18 it was he to whom it was said, "IN ISAAC YOUR 
DESCENDANTS SHALL BE CALLED."   

11:19 He considered that God is able to raise people even from 
the dead, from which he also received him back as a type.   

 
Isaac was Abraham‘s beloved son, a child born to him under unique 

circumstances in his old age, the only hope of carrying on the family line and heir of 

the blessings God promised to Abraham.  Yet God tested Abraham‘s faith by 

demanding that he sacrifice Isaac to Him (Heb. 11:17-18; Gen. 22:1-19). It would 

take extreme faith to obey God under such circumstances. Abraham was a man who 

had such a faith (Ja. 2:21-23).  
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 Surprisingly, neither the Genesis narrative, nor the account in Hebrews 

dwells on the inner turmoil within Abraham‘s heart. In fact, the impression one gets 

is that Abraham regarded it as God‘s problem (Ro. 4:20-21).  

 

When Abraham left to sacrifice Isaac, it was clear that he expected both of 

them to come back.  By faith he could say to his servants "Stay here with the 

donkey; the lad and I will go yonder and worship, and we [i.e. Isaac and myself] will 
come back to you." (Gen. 22:5). Yet he had no intent of NOT sacrificing Isaac.  

 

Genesis 22:10-12 says,  

 

 10―Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 

 11 But the angel of the LORD called out to him from heaven, 

"Abraham! Abraham!" "Here I am," he replied. 

 12 "Do not lay a hand on the boy," he said. "Do not do anything to him. 

Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from 

me your son, your only son." 

 

 The only explanation for Abraham‘s belief that he would slay his son and 

they would return together is if resurrection took place.  

 

 The return of Isaac with Abraham then became a foreshadowing of the 

resurrection of believers.  

 

11:20 By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau, even regarding 
things to come.   

11:21 By faith Jacob, as he was dying, blessed each of the sons 
of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning on the top of his staff.   

11:22 By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the 
exodus of the sons of Israel, and gave orders concerning his bones. 

 

The point that the writer wants to get across is that all these men died 

never having seen the fulfillment of God's promise. And so they passed it on to 

their children by faith. Without any visible evidence, Isaac believed in the same 

promises that his father Abraham did. By faith he blessed his sons, Jacob and 

Esau, in regard to their future. Though Isaac was tricked into blessing Jacob 

instead of Esau (Gen. 27:1-28:5), the focus is on Isaac‘s faith and the contents of 

his blessing reveal a clear belief in things to come (Gen. 28:3, 4).  
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Isaac‘s faith was then passed to his son Jacob. Even in his dying hours, 

Jacob‘s faith came forth loud and clear in the blessings he pronounced upon his sons 

(Heb. 11:21; Gen. 47:28-49:33).  

 

Jacob‘s son, Joseph, also believed and demonstrated his faith in God‘s 

promises to Abraham by asking to be buried in Canaan, ―the promised land,‖ as his 

father was (Heb. 11:22; Gen. 50:24-26), even though he had only lived there for the 

first 17 years of his life.  Hundreds of years later when Moses led the Israelites 

out of Egypt, he fulfilled Joseph‘s wish (Exo. 13:19). Joseph could believe in an 

exodus because God had promised it.  

 

From these illustrious examples we see that faith is not making the best 

guess based on all the possibilities. Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob all lived by 

faith even though there was no external evidence that the promises would be 

fulfilled in their lifetime (Heb. 11:9).  

 

Faith is forward-looking. These great individuals of faith did not waver in 

unbelief, for they welcomed the promises of God from a distance.  (Heb. 11:13). 

They accepted what God had said even though they must have realized that their 

own participation in the promises would not come until they were resurrected.  

 

Faith results in perseverance. 

 

  11:23-28 The faith of Moses 

 
11:23 By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three 

months by his parents, because they saw he was a beautiful child; and 
they were not afraid of the king's edict. 

 

According to I Kings 6:1, the exodus from Egypt occurred 480 years before 

the fourth year of King Solomon‘s reign (966 B.C.). This means that it took place 

around 1446 or 1445 B.C .  Moses was 80 years old at the time of the Exodus (Exo. 

7:7) and must have been born around 1525 B.C., when Thutmose I was pharaoh of 

Egypt.   

 

Verse 23 falls into the context of the Jewish slavery in Egypt when pharaoh 

commanded that all male infants be killed at birth to prevent the Hebrew 

population from increasing and causing a national threat to security (see Exo. 1 and 

2 for the story).  It is assumed that Moses‘ parents thought that because of his 

exceptional beauty, God had special plans for him.  At any rate, instead of allowing 
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him to be killed, they kept the infant at their house for three months and then hid 

him in a basket among the rushes where he was discovered by pharaoh‘s daughter.  

 

Someone may ask why they would hide the baby if they really ―weren‘t afraid 

of the king‘s edict,‖ as the text says. Isn‘t hiding the infant a demonstration that 

they were afraid? It must be understood that to spare the baby would also put 

Moses‘ parents‘ lives at risk as well. Nevertheless, they were not afraid to risk 

their own death in this act of love and courage against the king.  

 
11:24 By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be 

called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, 
11:25 choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the people of 

God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin, 
11:26 considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the 

treasures of Egypt; for he was looking to the reward. 
 

Because Moses was raised by the daughter of pharaoh, he possessed the full 

privileges as pharaoh‘s grandson. He had the most learned teachers of literature, 

science and military strategy. He wore the finest clothes, ate the best food and 

enjoyed all the luxuries of life in the palace.  Yet he chose to identify with the 

slaves of the Egyptians instead. His choice was not just based on a racial identity 

but was an alignment with God and the chosen people of God. As a result, he lost all 

that he had – position, power, wealth and a future.  

 

Moses preferred a ―greater wealth‖ - ―the reproach of Christ.‖  

 

There are a number of interpretations of this. The best two are: 

 

1) Moses knew enough about the coming Messiah (Jn. 8:56; Deut. 

18:15) that he recognized that by identifying himself as the 

deliverer of God's people (Acts 7:25), he would be inviting the 

same suffering upon himself that the coming Messiah would also 

bear (Heb. 11:26).  

2) The word ―Christ‖ means anointed and is a term used beyond the 

Messiah Himself. Some, therefore, take ―the Christ,‖ in this 

Jewish-centered book, as ―the anointed‖ and see it as a reference 

to God‘s chosen people, not Christ at all. The phraseology is similar 

to Psalm 89:50-51: ―Remember, O Lord, the reproach of Your 

servants; . . .  with which Your enemies have reproached, O LORD, 

with which they have reproached the footsteps of Your anointed.‖ 

In other words, ―Moses casts his lot with the people of God, the 
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Lord‘s anointed, because he believed the divine purposes for them 

(note Heb. 11:27)‖ (O‘Brien, 432). 

 

Whichever the author intended, his point is that Moses was able to look 

beyond earthly riches to the Unseen One (Heb. 11:27) just as Abraham and his 

descendants had done before him.  Faith leaves everything the world has to offer.  

 

Moses was ―looking to the reward,‖ an expression in the imperfect tense 

that suggests a concentrated and ongoing effort (O‘Brien, 433). Faith is mainly a 

falling in love with the reward, God, and all the promises He lays before us. 

 

11:27 By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; 
for he endured, as seeing Him who is unseen. 

 

Faith conquers fear. This could mean that Moses did not fear what pharaoh 

would do when he first left Egypt after he had killed the Egyptian (Exo. 12:14-15), 

or that he was not afraid 40 years later (Acts 7:30) when he and his fellow 

Israelites left Egypt during the Exodus (Exo. 14:5); or it could refer to both. 

 

If this is describing Moses‘ departure from Egypt when fleeing from 

pharaoh‘s death threat (Exo 2:11-15), Hebrews 11:27 is more difficult to harmonize 

with Exodus 2:14 since there it says ―Moses was afraid.‖ Even so, there is a possible 

explanation. In his heart, Moses had chosen to endure ill-treatment with the people 

of God rather than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin (11:24-26), and killing the 

Egyptian was the result of his identification with his people. The author wants to 

make it clear that Moses‘ desire to choose a path of endurance and trusting in the 

unseen God was the primary cause of him leaving Egypt, not fear. Although he was 

under the threat of death and he fled, that was simply part of the path of 

endurance that he had already decided upon.  

 

In other words, the author is not denying that Moses had fear when he left. 

He is denying that Moses became a comfort seeking, selfish, self-preserving person 

who left just to save himself. Though there was emotional upheaval like his parents 

experienced, he was driven by values that he did not forsake. He looked at fear and 

would not let it become the script writer of his life – that‘s the point. 

 

Another explanation is even easier. Verse 27 could be speaking of Moses‘ 

second departure from Egypt when he led his people out of slavery. If this is 

speaking of the Exodus, it is a testimony of Moses‘ faith in leading a people, 

untrained in war, burdened with possessions, families, and livestock, out of Egypt 

against a most powerful king in a furious rage, knowing that pharaoh would not 
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cease pursuing them until he had done all in his power to bring them back into 

slavery.  Even against staggering odds, Moses knew that God had commanded him to 

depart, so he committed the event to Him, and did not doubt that God would deliver 

them all as He had promised. 

 

11:28 By faith he kept the Passover and the sprinkling of the 
blood, so that he who destroyed the firstborn would not touch them. 

 

It was also by faith that Moses instituted the Passover by God‘s 

command (Exo 11:1-12:28). The Passover became a perpetual ceremony to 

remember their last day in Egypt and the faith that caused the angel of 

death to pass over each house. Although the author doesn‘t draw out any 

typological significance to the event, the NT ties it to Christ and the need 

of Christ‘s sacrifice was just mentioned (Heb: 9:12-14, 18-22). 

 

 

 

 
11:29-31 The faith of the Exodus generation 

 
11:29 By faith they passed through the Red Sea as though they 

were passing through dry land; and the Egyptians, when they attempted 
it, were drowned. 

11:30 By faith the walls of Jericho fell down, after they had 
been encircled for seven days. 

 

Earlier (Heb. 3:12, 18, 19; 4:2, 5, 11) it has been argued that the nation of 

Israel perished in the desert because of their unbelief. Now it says that the people 

had faith. It seems likely that both are generalizations. God brought the nation 

through the sea (Exo. 14) for the sake of the few who believed, but the nation 

could not enter the land because of their unbelief. The unbelievers benefited from 

their association with the believing and the believing suffered because of the 

unbelief of the others.  

 

The author provides no further examples of faith from among the Jews in 

their wilderness travels, but the believing who were allowed to enter the promised 

land demonstrated extraordinary faith. In conquering Jericho, for example, they 

had no natural reason to believe that the massive walls around the city would 

crumble after marching around them and blowing trumpets (see Josh 6). ―When 

nothing resulted from the first six days of this procedure, human logic would have 
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urged that the program be abandoned. Only a firm belief that God would do what 

He said can explain why the Israelites behaved as they did.‖  

 

Even those outside the chosen nation provided examples of how faith pleases 

God.  

 

11:31 By faith Rahab the harlot did not perish along with those 
who were disobedient, after she had welcomed the spies in peace. 

 

Rahab‘s story is recorded in Joshua 2:1-24 and 6:22-25. Rahab was praised 

for her faith, not her lifestyle (cf. Ja. 2:25; Matt. 1:5). There is no need to assume 

that she continued in prostitution after she met the spies who introduced her to 

the living God.  Once she aligned herself with the true God, she acted in faith and 

risked her own life to conceal the spies. In spite of her background, her faith 

became an example recorded forever in the pages of scripture. 

 

 

 

 

11:32-40 The faith of other saints 
 

As if the author has run out of breath he says, 

 

11:32 And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about 
Gideon [Jdg. 6-9], Barak [Jdg. 4-5], Samson [Jdg. 13-16], Jephthah  
[Jdg. 11-12], David, Samuel and the prophets, 

 
If the author were to continue writing of all the examples of faith in the OT 

he would fill volumes, for faith is found everywhere in scripture. (For a summary of 

each of these men see Kent, 246-248). These were men and women of whom the 

world was not worthy (Heb. 11:38). They deserved respect and honor but received 

rejection and persecution. 

 

―With the entrance into Canaan and the fall of Jericho the first 

period of Israel‘s history closes. It would take too much time for the 

writer to proceed as he has done; he now mentions a few of the most 

prominent names among the Judges, the Kings, and the Prophets , and then 

passes on to a general view of the very wonderful proofs that faith had 

given of what it could do or suffer. His desire is to take the veil from the 

heart of the Hebrews, and show them, what so many who know Scripture 

history will never see, that under and behind and within all the outward 
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events recorded, there lives, as the vital principle, faith in God. The history 

on the one hand is what God has done through and for those who trusted 

Him; on the other, the proof that in God‘s leading of His people, the one 

token of His presence and working was always the spirit of faith which He 

gave‖ (Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All, 465).  

 

The achievements of these men and women of faith stand as evidence of 

God's power and provision for those who trust Him and follow His will (Heb. 11:33-

35; see appendix 7 for additional notes).  

 

11:33 who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of 
righteousness, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, 

11:34 quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, 
from weakness were made strong, became mighty in war, put foreign 
armies to flight. 

11:35(a) Women received back their dead by resurrection;  
 
The memory of the heroes and heroisms of the olden time may be 

most instructive, if we regard them in their true light. One thing that 

impresses us is how little God has promised that faith will be free from 

difficulty and danger. It would be easy for God to prevent the enemy from 

coming and give us victory over him. But to do this would be infinite loss; 

faith would never be called into action; man would never learn to know 

either his God or himself as His child. Every trial accomplished has a double 

purpose. It gives us the opportunity of honoring God by the trust with 

which we wait on Him. And it gives God the opportunity of showing how 

faithful He is in watching over His child, and how truly he is working for 

him and in him. It is through trials that the whole heart of the child is 

drawn out towards the father, in dependence and humility and trust. It is 

through trials that God can reveal to His child all the tenderness and all 

the saving power of His love. Without trials there would be no school of 

faith, no growth of spiritual character, no strength of will given up to God 

and clinging to Him. Let us bless God for every trial small or great; it gives 

us the grand opportunity of putting the crown upon the head of God, and 

being made fit that He crown us as well.  

 

Another thought of no less importance, that comes as we speak of 

the achievements of faith in the history of Israel, is how closely they are 

all identified with the public welfare, with lives devoted to the cause of 

God and the people. Selfishness is the death of faith. . . As long as we seek 

to be strong in faith, for the sake of our own comfort and goodness, and 
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the possession of power, even if we dream of using it all for others, when 

we once obtain it, we shall fail. It is the soul that at once, in its 

weaknesses, gives itself up for the sake of God and others, that will find in 

that self-sacrifice the need and the right to claim God‘s mighty help 

(paraphrased from Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All, 466-467).   

 
A second category of those who have faith is next introduced. The 

greatness of their faith is found in the fact that they endured much and trusted 

God for much even though they did not receive the fulfillment of the promises of 

God.  

 
11:35(b) and others were tortured, not accepting their release, in 

order that they might obtain a better resurrection; 
 11:36 and others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also 

chains and imprisonment. 
 11:37 They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were 

tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in 
sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated 

 11:38 (men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in 
deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground. 

 

The cost of faithfulness to God often included intense suffering. The world 

considered the believer to be unworthy and so they inflicted them with various 

sufferings; yet according to the author the reverse is true - the world was not 

worthy of them, for their hostility against the believer was hostility against God.  

 

―Faith has a twofold victory. In one case it conquers the enemy or 

the difficulty by securing its removal or destruction. In the other, there is 

no deliverance from the trouble, and yet faith conquers in the power it 

receives to endure, and to prove that its spirit is superior to all that men or 

devils can do. . .  In these men and women, leaders in the noble army of 

martyrs, rejected and despised by the world, God sees the heavenly beauty 

of a faith that honors Him and that counts His will, His favor, His 

righteousness, as more than all earthly happiness. By faith they had such a 

sight of God and His good pleasure, that they could with joy sacrifice 

everything to secure it.  . . . It is one of the highest and noblest exercises 

of faith to suffer aright. And the blessing that comes through suffering is 

one of the richest rewards that faith can win.  

 

God has given us these examples of those who by faith triumphed 

over the extremities of suffering, that we might from them learn how to 
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bear our lesser trials. Their faith in extraordinary suffering must 

strengthen ours in ordinary. It is in the little common trials of daily life 

that every believer can follow in the footsteps of these saints, in the 

footsteps of the great Leader of our salvation. By faith alone are we able 

to bear suffering, great or small, aright, to God‘s glory or our own welfare . 

. .  . 

 

We live in a world of suffering. What a privilege that suffering, 

instead of unfitting or excluding us, is God‘s special invitation, to trust and 

glorify Him.  . . . . Faith transfigures suffering, makes it transparent with 

the love of God, the presence of Jesus, the beauty of holiness, the blessing 

of heaven.  

 

As long as we live under the influence of the world and the flesh, all 

this appears but a beautiful thought, without reality or possibility. Our 

epistle is speaking to those whom it has led into the Holiest of All, who are 

walking in the new and living way of the will of God, of the obedience and 

the self-sacrifice and the death of Jesus. It is as we tarry in God‘s 

presence, and seek, above everything, His holiness and His will, that we 

shall look at things as God does, and regard suffering in His light. Let this 

be our aim‖ (Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All, 468-471).  

 

(see O‘Brien, 442-446 for OT examples of those who suffered the 

above fates) 

 
11:39 And all these, having gained approval through their faith, 

did not receive what was promised, 
 

Both the faith of the ancients and our faith hold in common the fact that 

our faith gains the approval of God.  

 

However, if they did not receive what God had promised, does this mean 

that God does not keep His promises? This raises the question of God's 

trustworthiness. The answer comes in verse 40. 

 

11:40 because God had provided something better for us, so that 
apart from us they should not be made perfect. 

 

The phrase ―so that apart from us they should not be made perfect‖ is 

epexegetical (O‘Brien, 446 – meaning that it was added as kind of an afterthought 

to the text to provide a further explanation) – it explains what is meant by the 
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phrase ―God had provided something better for us.‖ God delayed the experience of 

the perfection of the OT believers until we could share in that perfection with 

them.  

 

Under the old dispensation, the law made nothing perfect (7:18-19; 10:1); the 

priesthood was imperfect (7:11, 28), sacrifices were not perfect (9:9), the place of 

worship was not perfect (9:11), nor was the old covenant or its promises perfect 

(8:7). But God provided something better for us: He provided a better tabernacle 

(8:1,2), a better sacrifice (7:27;), a better covenant (8:8-13), and a perfect High 

priest (7:23-28) who can cleanse our consciences completely from sin (9:14; 10:22). 

The OT saints had only the promise portrayed in shadows and symbols; we have the 

reality, the full inheritance of what was just to them the promises of the good 

things to come. Should not our possession of having fuller promises give us even 

greater power to live lives of faith? 

 

Your finishing the race (12:1-2) is what history is waiting for. The entire 

consummation of the plan of the universe waits until every single one of God's elect 

is gathered in. In other words, the final perfected salvation of all of the saints who 

have gone before—the resurrection of the body, the reign of Jesus on the new 

earth, the restoration of all things—will not happen without all the runners finishing 

the race.   

 

Though believers of every generation anticipate and pray for God's glorious 

plan to be brought to completion, we will not receive the promises until the total 

number of God's elect is brought into the fold. This could be today or thousands of 

years from now. In either case, we can be assured that when the harvest of souls is 

complete, we will share the glories of God's promises together as the people of 

God. The saints before us understood this and waited patiently for this day to 

come. 

 


