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Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16 
 
In Chapter 11, there are several words that set the stage for the final chapters of this important New 
Testament book. I’m sharing some Greek words in this week’s lesson notes. All commentaries use the 
Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic and provide definitions.  I seldom use any of them, but when I think they 
influence the way we understand Jesus teaching, I will provide it.  Some are used in verses 1-3 here. 

Hebrews 11:1-3. The assurance of things hoped for 

1. Now faith is assurance of things hoped for, proof of things not seen. 2. For by this, the elders 
obtained testimony. 3 By faith, we understand that the universe has been framed by the word of God, 
so that what is seen has not been made out of things which are visible. 

1a.  “Now faith is assurance of things hoped for” 

The Greek word for assurance has various meanings. I believe the one most appropriate here is 
not assurance, but reality or perhaps absolute. 
               What is your opinion about the word assurance? How does “reality” or “absolute               
change the way it’s interpreted? 

1b. “proof of things not seen” 

 Better translation would be proof or certainty. For believers, faith leads to certainty of things 
not yet seen but that will be seen. 

2.  “For by this, the elders obtained testimony” 

The Greek word for elders is presbyteros.  We get the word Presbyterian. A presbyteros is an 
older person whose maturity and experience fit him/her for leadership. I think of it as an older 
person with wisdom and maturity from experience. 

3a.  “By faith, we understand that the universe has been framed by the word of God” 

In this context, universe is a good translation for aionas, which encompasses both time and 
space. This can easily be a four, five, or six-hour discussion just by reading both theological and 
secular writings.  Not planning to do that, but the author of Hebrews thinks it worth some 
words to consider. 

How can we know that the universe was God-created instead of being just the result of some 
sort of naturally appearing cosmic event? We weren’t present at the creation. We didn’t see it 
happen. But we accept it by faith—faith in God and faith in God-inspired scripture. 
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One of my favorite non theological books on this subject is “Searching for Stars on an Island in 
Maine” by Alan Lightman. Lightman is a Harvard and MIT theoretical physicist. Worthy read. 

3b.  “so that what is seen has not been made out of things which are visible” 

I like to think of creation out of nothing. Genesis says, “In the beginning God created the 
heavens and the earth” which leads to belief that the first step in creation was God making 
something out of nothing—Here is another Greek phrase for us to ponder:  ex nihilo. 

“Now the earth was formless and empty. Darkness was on the surface of the deep”. At this 
point, there was something—something had come into being by a prior step—and many 
believe it to be by God’s creative power. 

We are skipping the verses in Hebrews 11:4-7. They are worthy of a read, but this chapter is 
more about the original Fathers of the faith 

4 By faith, Abel offered to God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, through which he had 
testimony given to him that he was righteous, God testifying with respect to his gifts; and 
through it he, being dead, still speaks. 5 By faith, Enoch was taken away, so that he wouldn’t 
see death, and he was not found, because God translated him. For he has had testimony given 
to him that before his translation he had been well pleasing to God. 6 Without faith it is 
impossible to be well pleasing to him, for he who comes to God must believe that he exists, and 
that he is a rewarder of those who seek him. 7 By faith, Noah, being warned about things not 
yet seen, moved with godly fear, prepared a ship for the saving of his house, through which he 
condemned the world, and became heir of the righteousness which is according to faith. 

Able, Enoch, and Noah were less pivotal people than Abraham. 

When I say that these three were less important than Abraham, I am referring to the 
fact that Abraham was the father or Israel, the chosen people of God. It was God’s call 
to Abram that made him and Sarah the beginning of the chosen people. 

Hebrews 11:8-12. The faith of Abraham and Sarah 

8 By faith, Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to go out to the place which he was to receive for an 
inheritance. He went out, not knowing where he went. 9 By faith, he lived as an alien in the land of 
promise, as in a land not his own, dwelling in tents, with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the 
same promise. 10 For he looked for the city which has the foundations, whose builder and maker is 
God. 11 By faith, even Sarah herself received power to conceive, and she bore a child when she was 
past age, since she counted him faithful who had promised. 12 Therefore as many as the stars of the 
sky in multitude, and as innumerable as the sand which is by the seashore, were fathered by one man, 
and him as good as dead. 

8.  “By faith, Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to go out to the place which he was to receive 
for an inheritance. He went out, not knowing where he went” 
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God’s command to Abram (Abraham) was “Get out of your country, and from your relatives, 
and from your father’s house, to the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1).  
This intrigues me, no road map or destination, and Abram’s first act of obedience was simply to 
step onto the road that led wherever.  
          Ever feel like God’s calling you to similar expectations? 

9A.  “By faith, he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a land not his own” 

The land where Abram ended up was Canaan, later to be known as the Promised Land (Genesis 
12:5-6)—but Abraham experienced Canaan only as an alien, not as a citizen. 

9b. “dwelling in tents, with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise” 

Tents served as shelter for nomadic herdsmen, who required grazing land and water for their 
animals. Sheep eat grass close to the ground, and have a reputation  for being hard on pasture 
lands.  
My family raised cattle, so I know a little about pasturing, but not sheep grazing. 

10. “For he looked for the city which has the foundations, whose builder and maker is God” 

People of that day associated cities with depravity and evil. Jerusalem was supposed to be an 
exception. Jerusalem housed the temple—the dwelling place of God, but we all know that 
Jesus’ opposition was centered in Jerusalem, and he was crucified there. Evil forces congregate 
in cities—even the Holy City.  
         Does any of this sound familiar in our world today? 

But the author of Hebrews tells us that Abraham looked for another kind of city—a truly 
spiritual city, designed and established by God.  
         We’ll learn more about it in Chapter 12. 

11.  “By faith, even Sarah herself received power to conceive, and she bore a child when she was 
past age, since she counted him faithful who had promised” 

Sarah laughed in Genesis Chapter 18 because God told Abraham she would have a son…and 
she was old…see why she laughed? 

She had a son in her old age anyway. When Isaac was born, Sarah said, “God has made me 
laugh. Everyone who hears will laugh with me…. Who would have said to Abraham, that Sarah 
would deliver a children? “For I have borne him a son in his old age” (Genesis 21:6-7). 

12. “Therefore as many as the stars of the sky in multitude, and as innumerable as the sand which is 
by the seashore, were fathered by one man, and him as good as dead” 

How many stars are there? How many grains of sand are there on the world’s sea shores? In 
this scripture stars and sand represent abundance beyond measure.  
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God asked earlier, “Is anything too hard for Yahweh?” 
Lightman addressed this in “Looking for Stars…” Another reasons I have read his book often. 

Hebrews 11:13-16. Having seen the promises 

13 These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them and embraced them 
from afar, and having confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth. 14 For those who 
say such things make it clear that they are seeking a country of their own. 15 If indeed they had been 
thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have had enough time to return. 16 But 
now they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed of them, to be 
called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. 

13. “These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them and embraced 
them from afar, and having confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” 

Abraham died without owning any of the Promised Land other than a cave and its surrounding 
field. He died, having known only a few of his offspring. He had not “received the promises,” 
and his descendants wouldn’t receive them for many years to come. 

 His story bothers me for some reason. Your thoughts? 

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

They were strangers and pilgrims, but they had a vision of living in their own land. Their vision 
would come true only after the Egyptian captivity, the Exodus, and their wilderness 
wanderings—but it would come true.  

Then there is that rebellion against Rome thing that they had to deal with… 

Their vision of living in their own land would finally be realized a second time in 1948, when 
Israel was established as a nation. Jews have moved to Israel from all the world, because their 
desire for a homeland has been so compelling. 

15. “If indeed they had been thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have 
had enough time to return” 

If Abraham and Sarah had felt a tug on their hearts to return to Haran, they could have done 
so. They could have gone back to Haran, but they chose not to do so. God had called them, and 
they chose to be faithful to that call. 

How does this compare with our calls into ministry, Christian caregiving, fundraising…or 
whatever God has called you to do and be? 

16a. “But now they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one” 
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Better country. A heavenly one. 
           What do these words mean to you? 

I believe God will reveal to us the full range of sanctity based on our faithfulness.  

I’m in no hurry, but I am looking forward to that day. Each time I walk out into the Universe, I 
see some of his handiwork, and look forward to seeing the rest. 

16b. “Therefore God is not ashamed of them, to be called their God” 

God is not ashamed of Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob. He is pleased to be known as their 
God. They were far from perfect, but God chooses to remember their faith rather than their 
sins. 

• Paul says, “Give diligence to present yourself approved by God, a workman who doesn’t need 
to be ashamed, properly handling the Word of Truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). 

• Jesus is not ashamed to call faithful people brothers and sisters. He praises them. He praises 
us (Hebrews 2:11-12). 

“for he has prepared a city for them” (v. 16c). See the comments on verse 10 above. 

 
 
 
 

The Lord bless you and keep you; the lord make his face to 
shine on you and be gracious to you and give you peace. 

Numbers 6:24-26 


