Hebrews 11

8. By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.


“faith”  Abraham’s faith “is presented as the power through which the patriarch was enabled to work towards the fulfilment of God’s counsel for the nations by his trust in the unseen (Westcott).”  Abraham’s “faith expressed itself in obedience (Barker).”  “With the call of Abraham the records of faith enter on a new phase.  Faith is treated henceforth in relation to a society, a people of God, through whom the divine blessings were to be extended to mankind (Westcott).”


“Abraham”  Abraham is “presented in the NT as the outstanding example of those who life ‘by faith’ and as the ‘father of all who believe (Barker).”  Abraham is really the centre of attention until v.19, partly because he is such an excellent model of faith and partly because of his significance in the outworking of God’s plan of salvation (Carson).”


“called”  The Greek word is kaleo.  Vine translates kaleo as “to call anyone, invite, summon.”  “It suggests either vocation or destination; the context determines which (Vine).”  Kaleo “may always be rendered ‘to call,’ but often has the special nuance of divine calling or vocation (Bromiley).”  “Often it is God or Christ who calls (Bromiley).”  “As Abraham is called, he is a type of Christians, who may simply be described as ‘the called (Bromiley).’”  “Behind the term, then, stands the whole work of God, through Christ, in judgment and grace (Bromiley).”  “The thought of calling in the NT has to do with God’s approach to the individual (Elwell).”  God’s summons and designation of individuals to particular functions and offices in his redemptive plan (Elwell).”  “This is not quite the sense of ‘occupation’ or ‘trade’ which the Reformers supposed that it bore, … but their revaluation of secular employment as a true ‘vocation’ to God’s service has too broad a biblical foundation to be invalidated (Elwell).”

“The beginning of the Messianic nation was a call, a separation (Westcott).”  “God had told him this, and as the divine word was so real he did not hesitate to surrender certainties at home for what seemed to be uncertainties, except for the fact that God’s Word was the most assured reality in his life (Thomas).”


“inheritance”  Abraham, the founder, had a promise of an inheritance (Westcott).”  “He went forth to a place of which all that he knew was that in the end it should be his (Westcott).”  “It was because [Abraham] left behind the ‘seen’ world of his former days and launched into a project involving an unseen inheritance that he has become an example of daring faith (Guthrie).”


“obeyed”  “True faith is able to wait for the fulfillment of God’s purposes in God’s time.  But, while we are waiting, we must also be obeying (Wiersbe).”  “The present participle serves to emphasize the immediate act of obedience (Westcott).”  Abraham illustrates the obedience of faith.  On being called he promptly and fully obeyed with unquestioning trust (Thomas).”


and went”  “God’s summons meant that he had to leave home and family and business; yet he went (Barclay).”  “The point in this going forth was that Abraham gave up all in faith upon the invisible God and in doing this he knew not what he was to receive.  The future was safe in God’s counsel (Westcott).”  “In this supreme act, by which he became the father of the faithful, Abraham had no example to follow (Westcott).”


“he did not know where he was going.”  “It was not revealed to Abraham till he had left Haran what was to be his abode (Westcott).”  Abraham didn’t know where he was going though he would later receive the place for an inheritance (Thomas).”  “This promise he could trust though he knew not how it would be fulfilled (Westcott).”  Abraham “did not go in blind faith, but in complete confidence in God’s trustworthiness (Barker).”  “Abraham cast himself upon the unseen and realized the future (Westcott).”


“Bishop Newbigin tells of the negotiations which led to the formation of the United Church of South India.  He had a share in these negotiations and in the long discussions which were necessary.  Things were frequently held up by cautious people who wished to know just where each step was taking them, until in the end the chairman reminded them that a Christian has no right to ask where he is going.  Most of us live a cautious life on the principle of safety first; but to live the Christian life there is necessary a certain reckless willingness to adventure.  If faith can see every step of the way, it is not really faith.  It is sometimes necessary for the Christian to take the way to which the voice of God is calling him without knowing what the consequences will be.  Like Abraham he has to go out not knowing where he is going (Barclay).”  God “loves the man who is ready to venture in His name.  The prudent, comfort-loving man is the very opposite of God.  The man who goes out into the unknown and keeps going on will in the end arrive at God (Barclay).”

9. By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.


“by faith”  “Abraham’s faith consisted of more than his initial act of leaving the city of Ur.  It extended to his experience in the land of promise (Guthrie).”


“made his home”  RSV translates this “sojourned.”  “A paroikos was a resident alien.  The word is used of the Jews when they were captives in Babylon and in Egypt.  A paroikos was not very much a slave in the social scale.  He had to pay an alien tax.  He was always an outsider and only on payment a member of the community (Barclay).”


“made his home in the promised land like a stranger”  “Abraham’s faith was the faith which had patience.  When he reached the promised land, he was never allowed to possess it (Barclay).”  “To wait is even harder than to adventure.  The hardest time of all is the time between.  At the moment of decision there is the excitement and the thrill; at the moment of achievement there is the glow and glory of satisfaction; but in the intervening time there is necessary the ability to wait and work and watch when nothing seems to be happening.  It is then that we are so liable to give up our hopes and lower our ideals and sink into apathy whose dreams are dead.  The man of faith is the man whose hope is flaming bright and whose effort is intensely strenuous even in the grey days when there is nothing to do but to wait (Barclay).”


“promised land”  This “describes the land which was attached to the promises; to which they pointed; which was assured to Abraham by God (Westcott).”  “Although [Abraham] dwelt in ‘the land of promise,’ it was not as a rightful possessor, but as an alien (Guthrie).”

“like a stranger”  “It is harder to wait than to work, but Abraham’s passive life was as full of faith as his active (Thomas).” “When Abraham reached the land which was to be his, he occupied it only as a sojourner.  He had to learn that the promise of God would not be fulfilled by any material possession (Westcott).”


“he lived in tents”  “Abraham might have felt that the least that God could do was to allow him to build a city in the promised land for himself and his descendants, particularly in view of the considerable number of attendants (Guthrie).”  Abraham “lived in tents because he was a stranger and pilgrim in the world and had to be ready to move whenever God spoke (Wiersbe).”  Abraham had to wander in the promised land, “a stranger and a tent-dweller, as the people were some day to wander in the wilderness (Barclay).”  Abraham “dwelt in temporary habitations, followed by his son and grandson, who like him, had the same promise (Thomas).”  Abraham’s tent dwellings declared “that that which was to be permanent was not yet attained (Westcott).”


“as did Isaac and Jacob”  “The faith of patient obedience is traced mainly in the life of Abraham who impressed his own character upon his descendants (Westcott).”  “What is particularly significant about Abraham’s act of faith is that it began the emergence of the theocratic community.  Abraham acted as an individual, but even then many of his family followed him (Guthrie).”  “The development and extension of Abraham’s faith is seen by the fact that Isaac and Jacob are linked as ‘heirs of him of the same promise.’  “To the end of their days they were nomads, never living a settled life in a settled land.  They had to be for ever moving on (Barclay).”  “Isaac and Jacob, who shared [Abraham’s] hope, showed the same patience in faith (Westcott).”  “Isaac and Jacob are specially mentioned because these three, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, cover the whole period of disciplinary sojourning in Canaan; and to these 3 the foundation promise was repeated (Westcott).”


“the same promise”  “To Abraham, God’s promise never came fully true; and yet he never abandoned his faith (Barclay)."

10. For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.


“looking forward”  Abraham “waited on the scene of his hope looking for God’s work (Westcott).”  “The ground of this patient waiting was the growing sense of the greatness of the divine purpose (Westcott).”  “He looked beyond the first fulfillment of the promise which was only a step in the accomplishment of the purpose of God (Westcott).”  “No man ever did anything great without a vision which enabled him to face the difficulties and discouragements of the way.  To Abraham there was given the vision; and, even when his body was wandering in Palestine, his soul was at home with God.  God cannot give us the vision unless we permit him; but if we wait upon him, even in earth’s desert places he will send us the vision and with it the toil and trouble of the way become all worth while (Barclay).”


“city with foundations”  It is surprising “that a group of nomads whould seek so stable thing as a city (Guthrie).”  This “speaks of permanence in contrast to the tents in which the patriarch lived.  This city is ‘the heavenly Jerusalem,’ ‘the city that is to come’ and ‘the new Jerusalem (Barker).’”  Abraham “had altogether different standards of value – a city whose foundations are utterly unshakeable (Guthrie).”  “Abraham was expecting something far beyond the earthly Canaan (Thomas).”  Abraham felt, under the teaching of his pilgrim life, that no earthly resting place could satisfy the wants and the powers of which he was conscious (Westcott).”  “The object of his desire was social and not personal only (Westcott).”


“builder and architect is God”  “The writer thinks in spiritual terms of the city which God is building (Guthrie).”  “While [Abraham] knew that that would be given yet there was something infinitely more, ‘the city’ which was solid and real because God was its ‘builder and maker.’  This is a striking testimony to the reality and reach of Abraham’s faith (Thomas).”  “The visible Jerusalem, the visible Temple, were farther from this spiritual archetype than the tents of the patriarch and the Tabernacle of the wilderness.  They were in large measure of human design and wholly of human construction.  But God Himself frames and constructs the heavenly city no less than the heavenly sanctuary (Westcott).”


“builder”  “Technites conveys the idea of ‘architect,’ the planer of each part and integrator of these separate parts into a whole(Guthrie).”


“architect”  “Demiourgos focuses more especially on the execution of the plans (Guthrie).”  This word occurs only here in the NT (Guthrie).  The RSV translates this as ‘maker.’

11. 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.

12. And so from this one man, and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the seashore.

13. All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.  And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.


“All these people were still living by faith when they died.”  “Faith was their dominant characteristic to the end of their days (Guthrie).”  “None of the patriarchs entered into the full possession of the promises that God had made to Abraham (Barclay).”  “However long the way might be, they never stopped tramping along it (Barclay).”  “They never wearily gave up the journey; they lived in hope and died in expectation (Barclay).”  “Faith was the rule of their lives, the measure of their growth, even to the end.  They faced death as men who retained their hold on the invisible, which was offered to them in the promises of God (Westcott).”  “All the Patriarchs died full of faith, though they never actually received the promises, but having seen them afar off were persuaded that God would be true to His Word, and they welcomed the blessed assurance of certitude by, as it were, embracing the divine word of promise (Thomas).”


“They did not receive the things promised”  The patriarchs “died in faith inasmuch as they had not received the outward fullness of the promises – the possession of Canaan, the growth of the nation, universal blessing through their race – but had realized them while they were still unseen and future (Westcott).”  “Think of William Tyndale translating the Bible into English, persecuted and killed before he knew its immense effect (Buttrick).”


“they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance”  “They had seen if from afar, as men who saw the objective on the horizon, but never actually reached it in this life.  This is a remarkable example of the statement in v. 1 that ‘faith is the conviction of things not seen,’ except that the conviction has now become so strong that the ‘not seen’ has become seen (Guthrie).”  “Things seen were not their true home, and they remained among them only for a short space (Westcott).”  “By faith they saw – dimly – these heavenly realities and were sure that what they hoped for would ultimately be theirs (Barker).”


“welcomed”  


“they admitted”  The RSV translates this “acknowledged.”  The Greek word is homologesantes.  They confessed “that they themselves were strangers and pilgrims because their hopes were fixed on something infinitely greater than an earthly inheritance (Thomas).”  “In life [the patriarchs] had realized the promises which they had not outwardly received in a threefold order of growing power.  They had seen them: they had welcomed them: they had acknowledged that earth could not fulfill them (Westcott).”


“they were aliens and strangers on earth”  “As strangers they acknowledged that they were in a foreign land: as sojourners that they had no permanent possession, no rights of citizenship (Westcott).”  “It is all of a piece with the underlying principle of the epistle that it is the heavenly and not the earthly things which are most important (Guthrie).”  “Their true home was in heaven (Barker).”


“aliens”  “Xenos is the word for a stranger and a foreigner.  In the ancient world the fate of the stranger was hard.  He was regarded with hatred and suspicion and contempt (Barclay).”  “Xenos can even mean a refugee (Barclay).”


“strangers”  “A parepidemos was a person who was staying there temporarily and who had his permanent home somewhere else.  Sometimes his stay was strictly limited.  A parepidemos was a man in lodgings, a man without a home in the place where life had sent him.  All their lives the patriarchs were men who had not settled place that they could call home.  It is to be noted that to dwell in a foreign land was a humiliating thing in ancient days; to the foreigner in any country a certain stigma attached.  In the Letter of Aristeas the writer says: ‘It is a fine thing to live and to die in one’s native land; a foreign land brings contempt to poor men and shame to rich men, for there is the lurking suspicion that they have been exiled for the evil they have done (Barclay).’”  “At any time it is an unhappy thing to be a stranger in a strange land, but in ancient days to this natural unhappiness there was added the bitterness of humiliation (Barclay).”  The “picture” of the sojourner became a picture of the Christian life (Barclay).” 

14. People who say such things show that they are looking for a country of their own.


“looking” “It is not that the Christians were foolishly otherworldly, detaching themselves from the life and work of this world; but they always remembered that they were people on the way (Barclay).”  “Though their expectation received no definite fulfillment, the desire remained still fresh: and all partial fulfillments led them to look forward, and to look beyond the transitory (Westcott).”  “In spite of everything these men never lost their vision and their hope.  However long that hope might be in coming true, its light always shone in their eyes (Barclay).”


“country of their own”  The Greek word is patris.  Patris means more than a place of habitation.  It means a fatherland where the nation can find its roots.  “That better, heavenly country (Barker).”  “Their natural fatherland had lost its hold on them (Westcott).”

15. If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return.


“the country they had left”  “The Christian regards himself as the pilgrim of eternity (Barclay).”  “They spoke a country not yet reached; and in so speaking they could not have referred to that home which they had left in Mesopotamia, the seat of primitive civilization; for return there was easy (Westcott).”


“they would have had opportunity to return”  “This is all the more remarkable when it is recognized that the land they left behind had reached a much more advanced stage of civilization than the land of Canaan to which they went (Guthrie).”  “One of the tragedies of life is the number of people who turn back just a little too soon.  One further effort, a little more waiting, a little more hoping, would make the dream come true.  Immediately a Christian has set out on some enterprise sent him by God, he should feel that he has already passed point of no return (Barclay).”

16. 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.


“longing”  


“better country”  Palestine, even when occupied at last, could not have satisfied their hopes (Westcott).”


“country”  “City and country are interchangeable in the concluding chapters of this letter.  The ultimate reality is represented by the new Jerusalem in John’s vision of the believer’s eternal state (Barker).”


“heavenly one”  “They sought for a country, which should be naturally and essentially their own, not simply the fruit of gift or conquest, but a true fatherland.  They had no fatherland on earth (Westcott).”


“God is not ashamed to be called their God”  The author “knows that the title ‘the God of Abraham, the God of Isaa, and the god of Jacob, was the name specially chosen by God in His introduction of Himself to Moses at the time of the exodus (Guthrie).”  “Because their thoughts were directed to spiritual realities, God, Who is spirit, acknowledged them as His own (Westcott).”  The faith of the patriarchs “truly corresponded to His purpose.  They entered into His design and He acknowledged their devotion and trust.  He was pleased to establish a personal relation with them, and to fulfill His spiritual promise (Westcott).”  “Nothing could be more inspiring than this thought that God is not ashamed of His people.  We are often tempted to be ashamed of Him, but in proportion as we are loyal and true to God, there is a sense in which we may say with reverence that He is proud of us and takes pleasure in the fact that we are showing forth His praises to those who are indifferent to Him (Thomas).”


“He prepared”  “The proof of God’s acceptance of the patriarchs lies in what He did for them (Westcott).”  God “made provision for their abiding continuance with Him in the fullness of human life.  The statement is made in the most absolute form without any definition of time (Westcott).”  “God always fulfills His promises to His believing people, either immediately or ultimately (Wiersbe).”


“city”  “What has been prepared is in fact an ideal city, of which man’s cities are the palest imitations (Guthrie).”  The patriarchs showed “that the true satisfaction of human powers, the ‘city’ which answers to man’s social instincts, must be heavenly (Westcott).”  “The fulfillment of the promise in its highest form is set before us as social and not simply as personal.  God prepared for His chosen not a home, but a city (Westcott).”
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