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                                 HEBREWS 11 

 

There is one part of Hebrews that is very well known.    It is 

a favorite of many.    It is Chapter 11.   

The great chapter on faith.     

This experiment is based on two things. 

One.    This passage is fairly self-explanatory.    There are a 

few tricky bits, but not much.   So it doesn’t need a huge 

among of unpacking. 

2.   As the writer says in early Heb 4:   The word of God is 

alive and sharp and speaks into the deepest parts of our 

heart.      These are not mere words.   These are the living 

words of God.      So I am believing that God will speak to 

us. 

Remember the context: a church with many who were 

reconsidering their commitment to faith; a church that had 

suffered persecution and tough times; a people who felt 

discouraged and worn down.     

V 1.   Classic definition of faith.      To be sure of what we 

hope for and certain of what we do not see is a Hebrew 

parallelism.   Both phrases mean the same thing.     It is 

living a life of bold confidence in what cannot be proved.     

It is faith that pleases God. Then the writer gives a whole lot 

of examples.   

V 3 This world is not some random accident; out of nothing, 

God created matter.   

V4  The story right at the beginning of Genesis, Ch 4.   Both 

were farmers: Abel had sheep and Cain brought an offering 

of produce.  It says with no explanation that God accepted 

Abel and his offering, but did not accept Cain and his 

offering.     Cain got wild and killed Abel. This I an 

interesting choice of words: it says  that God accepted Abel 

and his offering, but rejected Cain and his offering. Maybe 

the issue wasn’t really about the type of offering. Abel 

brought his as an act of faith; that is, his heart was turned 

to God and he brought the offering in faith, believing that in 

doing so, he would be acceptable to God. Maybe Cain 

wasn’t really that interested in God, but brought his 

offering out of duty, or obligation, or even reluctantly.     

The issue was one of the heart, not outward ritual. 

Sometimes we might sing songs here on Sunday, but not 

worship. We might go through motions.   

V5 It was by faith that Enoch was taken up to heaven 

without dying: “he disappeared, because God took him.” 

For before he was taken up, he was known as a person who 

pleased God. 6 And it is impossible to please God without 

faith. Anyone who wants to come to him must believe that 

God exists and that he rewards those who sincerely seek 

him. 

Enoch is another mysterious figure in the direct line from 

Adam and Noah. He lived 365 years. Is this number literal? I 

don’t know; probably not. He lived in close fellowship with 

God, then suddenly he disappeared because God took him.    

It’s hard to know exactly what this meant. Elijah’s passing is 

described in the same way: taken by God. All we can say is 

that there was no body to be found. The key point is not 

what happened to him, but that he walked closely with 

God, by faith, and this pleased God.     

The prayer is based on this. God exists; God cares.   

V 7 Imagine the ridicule Noah would have faced building 

this huge boat a mile from the sea. Year after year of labour 

being poured into this huge boat; building a boat for 

something he could barely conceive: a massive flood.    

V 8-10 Abraham, Issac and Jacob all received this promise of 

being father to a nation and inheriting this land. But none 

of them ever came to see it in realty. This suggests that 

Abraham was maybe looking beyond this world to the 

world to come.    

V 11.  Sarah was 90 or 91 when Issac was born.   Abraham 

was 100.    Sarah was the only one at the supermarket who 

had to buy nappies for the whole family.    

V 13 Foreigners and nomads. Outsiders.    In a sense, that is 

us. We will be viewed as outsiders by many. Some of you 

will know what this is like if you have faced prejudice.  

V 17-19 Remember the story of God asking Abraham to 

offer his only son on the altar - the son from whom the 

promised nation was going to come. And Abraham had such 

faith in God that he was prepared to do it, trusting that God 

knew what he was doing.    

V 24-28 Moses left Egypt for Midian. This was an act of 

faith. Ex 2:14 says he was afraid when he fled. But the 

Hebrews writer sees his leaving as a choice to come out 

from the king, despite the consequences.   

V 30 We don’t know why the walls of Jericho fell down, just 

that the people were obedient.   

 



 

V 31   It made no sense for Rahab to believe the Israelites 

would win the battle at Jericho - they were a bunch of 

nomads! - but she believed. 

V 32-35 Gideon defeated a huge army with just 300. 

Samson destroyed the Philistines when he pushed against 

the pillars. Jephthah is not very well known, except in the 

book of Judges we read that he was military leader who 

won a key victory. What he is known for is burning his 

daughter as a sacrifice to God because of a vow he made.    

However, he is commended as a man of faith, so maybe we 

are too quick to judge.    

Prophets – In the story of Daniel, God’s angel shut the 

mouth of lions; the story of Shadrach, Meshach and 

Abednego, the flames were quenched. These are famous 

words. We think God will save us, but even if he doesn’t, he 

is still God.   

Women received loved ones back from the dead when 

Elijah raised the widow’s son.   

V35 Here he suddenly changes tack. All the previous 

examples had positive outcomes for their faith, but now he 

starts to list other examples of people who had faith and for 

whom the outcome was not good.     

Isaiah the prophet is known to have been sawn in two by 

king Manasseh.    

V39-40 All of these people were commended for their faith. 

But they only received a small outcome as it were - a 

temporary outcome. Think of the physical healings in the 

NT: they were great, but they were short term. The people 

still died at some point; the military victories were 

temporary. These things did not last forever.     

What is the better thing? It is Jesus, his death and the new 

covenant; the future kingdom to come. And as the writer 

has pointed out, none of the outcomes we totally complete.      

Some more unfinished that others. But it did not deter their 

faith.     
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R E F LE C T I O N  +  D I S C U S S I O N  

1. Have we in the church often seen faith as a mental 
assent to a set of beliefs? What is the difference in this 
chapter? 

2. How do we live by faith in our everyday lives, given we 
are not fighting armies or being persecuted?    

3. Many of the people commended for faith acted in ways 
that trouble us, e.g. Abraham putting Sarah in a harem, 
Japheth burning his daughter, Samson using violence, 
David committing adultery/rape and murder, etc.   
What do we make of this? 

4. How have we connected faith with “good” outcomes 
only, e.g. v 2- 34 but not the “not so good” outcomes, 
e.g. v 35 -. What do we need to change on how we see 
faith? 

5. Do you think God is pleased with our faith if we act on 
something that is not from God, but we sincerely 
believe is, e.g. if we believe that God has said 
something, but it is not really from God, though we act 
on it in faith? 
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