Homiletics Analysis: Hebrews 11

Content & Intent

Broader Unit (Hebrews 10:19-12:3): Hebrews 11 functions as the central exhibit within a
larger exhortation unit that begins at 10:19 with the call to draw near in full assurance of
faith and climaxes at 12:1-3 with the command to run with endurance, fixing our eyes on
Jesus. The author of Hebrews has just warned against shrinking back (10:39) and anchored
his warning in the assertion that “we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed,
but of those who have faith and preserve their souls.” Chapter 11 is the author’s answer to
the implicit question that assertion raises: What does that kind of faith look like, and where
has it ever actually been lived? It is both exhibit and argument — a curated, theologically
interpreted gallery of Old Testament lives arranged to demonstrate that the pattern of faith-
sustained-by-invisible-promise is not new. It is the only pattern God has ever honored.
Chapter 11 is therefore not freestanding — it is load-bearing within the 10:19-12:3 unit. The
analysis below treats it as a component of that unit while attending carefully to the
chapter’s own argument.

This Text — Content: Hebrews 11 opens with a two-verse definition: faith is the substance
(hypostasis) of things hoped for, the conviction (elenchos) of things not seen (w. 1-2). The
author then moves through three large movements: (1) pre-patriarchal faith — Abel, Enoch,
Noah, each demonstrating that faith operates by divine word alone, not visible

confirmation (vv. 3-7); (2) Abrahamic and patriarchal faith — Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob,
Joseph, all of whom died without receiving the promises, confessing themselves strangers
and pilgrims, looking for a heavenly city whose builder and maker is God (vv. 8-22); (3)
Mosaic and conquest faith — Moses, Rahab, and a summarizing catalogue of judges, kings,
and prophets who subdued kingdoms, stopped lions’ mouths, and suffered — all by faith
(vv. 23-38). The chapter closes with a climactic theological thesis: all of these, though
commended through faith, did not receive what was promised, because God had planned
something better for us — so that apart from us they would not be made complete (vv. 39-
40). The chapter’s structure is not a list of heroes — it is a constructed argument from
narrative evidence about the nature and sufficiency of faith.

This Text — Intent: God is seeking to do a specific thing through Hebrews 11: He is
persuading exhausted, pressured, and tempted-to-defect believers that faith in the unseen
promise is not a novel, fragile, or unreasonable posture — it is the established human
response to the living God throughout all of history, and that those who held it were right
and vindicated, even when they died without visible vindication. The intent is not
inspirational — it is stabilizing and summoning. The reader is meant to emerge from this
chapter anchored: they lived like this, they were right to do so, and so must |. The closing
verses further deepen the intent: the faith of the Old Testament saints was incomplete
without the readers’ own incorporation into the fulfillment of the promise. The readers are



not merely encouraged by the cloud of withesses — they are bound to them. Defection
from Christ would not just harm the reader; it would, in some sense, leave the great gallery
of faith hanging incomplete.

Subject Sentence: Faith in God’s unseen promise is the only pattern of life God has ever
honored.

Primary Claim: God summons weary, tempted believers to persevering faith by
demonstrating from the whole sweep of redemptive history that living by invisible promise
— notvisible fulfillment —is not a deficiency of faith but its very definition, and that all who
have ever walked this way have been right, have been commended, and will be completed
in Christ.

Interpretive Evaluation

The definition of faith in verses 1-2: The most common misreading of Hebrews 11:1is to
treat it as a general epistemological definition of religious faith — “faith is belief without
evidence” — and to then use the verse to commend a kind of anti-evidential, voluntaristic
religious commitment. This reading has wide popular currency and appears in both
devotional literature and, occasionally, critical discussions of religion. It must be refuted.
The verse is not a general definition of faith in the abstract but a functional description of
what saving faith does in the particular situation being addressed: it gives substance
(hypostasis — a word carrying the sense of title-deed, foundational reality, or objective
ground of confidence) to what is promised but not yet received, and it produces conviction
about what God has said but not yet made visible. This is faith in God’s word against
appearances — faith in promise, not faith in absence of evidence. The evidence is the
character and word of God. The Wesleyan/Arminian tradition generally agrees with this
reading, as does the Lutheran tradition. No significant divergence here among orthodox
traditions, though popular misuse is so common it warrants explicit correction in
exposition.

The “hall of faith” as moral exemplars: A pervasive homiletical tradition — cutting across
Baptist, Methodist, Evangelical, and some Reformed preaching — treats Hebrews 11
primarily as a list of moral examples: “Be like Abraham. Be like Moses. Don’t be like those
who shrink back.” This is Clowney’s anti-moralism concern in its clearest form, and it must
be both acknowledged and qualified carefully. The acknowledgment: the author does
intend the lives described to function as examples — that is part of the chapter’s rhetorical
force, and to strip the exemplary dimension entirely would leave the passage without its
intended pastoral traction. The qualification: the author is not primarily saying “these were
virtuous people whose virtue you should imitate.” He is saying “these were people who



were sustained by a specific posture — trust in the word of an unseen God — and that
posture proved to be the only reliable foundation for human life.” The focus is on what they
trusted, not on what they did as a model of virtue. This distinction is decisive for
application. Moralistic preaching on Hebrews 11 produces either discouragement (Il am
nothing like Abraham) or pride (I need to work harder to generate this quality of faith).
Gospel-grounded exposition produces a very different effect: the call is not to perform at
their level but to trust the same God they trusted, and to find in Him the same sufficiency
they found.

The “something better” of verses 39-40 — dispensational and redemptive-historical
readings: Dispensational interpreters sometimes read the distinction between the Old
Testament saints and the New Testament believers in verses 39-40 as a categorical
separation — two programs, two distinct peoples, two distinct final outcomes. On this
reading, “apart from us they would not be made complete” is read in terms of
dispensational distinctions rather than covenantal fulfillment. This must be refuted. The
text is straightforwardly redemptive-historical and covenantal, not dispensational. The
“something better” God planned for “us” is not a separate program but the fulfillment of
the very promises the Old Testament saints were believing — in Christ. The author of
Hebrews throughout the letter (especially chapters 7-10) has argued that the Mosaic
system was a shadow and Christ is the reality; here in chapter 11 he is making the
corresponding point about the believing community: the Old Testament saints were
believing forward into a promise that is now fulfilled, and their faith reaches its completion
only in the gathered community of the new covenant centered on Christ. This is a deeply
Reformed and specifically Clowney/Vos redemptive-historical reading, and it is the one
most faithful to the text. What it preserves from the dispensational instinct: the genuine
distinction between promise and fulfillment, shadow and reality, the “not yet” character of
Old Testament faith. What it corrects: the church and Israel are not two distinct peoples
with two distinct final destinations — they are one covenant people across two
administrations.

The suffering catalogue in verses 35b-38 — health-and-wealth and prosperity readings:
Prosperity gospel preaching on Hebrews 11 consistently truncates the chapter at verse
35a — “women received back their dead by resurrection” — and treats the chapter as a
testimony to faith producing supernatural victory and material blessing. This is a
straightforward misreading that the text itself explicitly corrects. The author interrupts the
victory catalogue (“who through faith conquered kingdoms, stopped the mouths of lions,
quenched the power of fire...”) with a deliberate rhetorical turn: “and others...” — and then
catalogues those who were tortured, mocked, flogged, imprisoned, killed. The author’s
own evaluative comment is unambiguous: “the world was not worthy of them” (v. 38). The
suffering saints are not presented as failures of faith who didn’t believe hard enough —
they are presented as the further and in some ways greater exhibit of faith, precisely
because they trusted the invisible promise without receiving any visible vindication at all.
Prosperity-gospel truncation of this chapter must be explicitly refuted in exposition.



Reformed verdict: The passage is a carefully constructed redemptive-historical argument,
not a moral gallery and not a promise of temporalvictory. It defines faith as trustin God’s
word against appearances, demonstrates that this pattern is universal and ancient,
encompasses both triumph and suffering, and anchors the whole in Christ as the
fulfillment of every promise the gallery was believing forward into. The Reformed reading —
grounded in covenantal, redemptive-historical, and gospel-centered exposition —is the
reading that accounts for the whole chapter without truncation, without moralism, and
without misplaced triumphalism.

Key Canonical Support

e Genesis 15:1-6 — The paradigm case: Abraham believed God, and it was counted
to him as righteousness. This is the Hebrews 11 pattern in seed form — faith resting
in the word of the unseen God, receiving a promise whose fulfillment was not yet
visible. The entire Hebrews 11 argument is an elaboration of this Genesis moment.

e Habakkuk 2:4 — “The righteous shall live by faith.” Cited three times in the New
Testament (Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11; Hebrews 10:38), this verse is the
immediate context for Hebrews 11. The author has just quoted it at 10:38. Chapter
11 is his exhibit A through Z for what living by faith looks like across redemptive
history.

e Romans 4:1-25 — Paul’s parallel argument from Abraham’s faith: Abraham was
justified by faith, not works, not circumcision; he believed God’s promise against all
visible evidence (“as good as dead”); his faith was credited as righteousness. Paul
and the author of Hebrews are drawing from the same well, making the same
covenantal point from the same patriarch.

e Romans 8:18-25 — The eschatological structure of Christian existence: present
suffering is not worth comparing to the glory to be revealed; we groan as we wait for
adoption, the redemption of our bodies; we were saved in hope; hope thatis seenis
not hope. This is the New Testament counterpart to Hebrews 11 — the “not yet”
character of the Christian life is not a defect but the very structure of faith-existence
in the present age.

e Revelation 6:9-11; 7:9-17 — The completion of what Hebrews 11:39-40
anticipates: the souls of those who were slain for the word of God, waiting under the
altar — and then the great multitude from every nation, sealed and robed in white.
John’s vision shows the gallery of faith finally completed, the promise finally
received, in the consummated kingdom of the Lamb. The Old Testament saints who
“did not receive the promise” are seen, at last, receiving it.




Aim: To anchor readers in the ancient, proven, gospel-grounded character of persevering
faith — so that the temptation to defect from Christ is exposed as a departure from the
only orientation that has ever proven true, and the call to endurance is received not as
heroic self-effort but as trust in the same God who sustained every member of the gallery.

Content Table

Verse(s)
1-2

Content

Definition of faith:
substance of things hoped
for, conviction of things not
seen; the “elders” were
commended by it

By faith we understand the
worlds were framed by

God’s word — what is seen
came from what is invisible

Abel’s faith: offered a better
sacrifice; commended as
righteous; still speaks

Enoch’s faith: pleased God,
was taken; without faith itis
impossible to please God;
those who come to Him
must believe He exists and
rewards those who seek Him

Noah’s faith: warned about
things not yet seen, built the
ark in reverent fear,
condemned the world,
became heir of
righteousness

Abraham’s faith: obeyed call
to go without knowing

Notes

hypostasis = objective
ground, not mere subjective
confidence; elenchos = legal
proof, conviction — this is
faith as epistemically
grounded in God’s word

Opens with creation —
establishes the paradigm:
God’s word produces reality
that was not previously
visible; faith trusts that word
before the visible arrives

Faith expressed through
worship; God’s approval,
not human comparison, is
the standard; “still speaks”
—the gallery is not silent

v. 6 is the pivot-verse of the
chapter — the necessary
dual content of faith: God is
and God rewards seekers;
all else in the chapter
elaborates these two
convictions

Classic faith-against-
appearances: no rain, no
flood, no visible
confirmation — only God’s
word; the “reverent fear” is
the proper response to
God’s word taken seriously

The great paradigm: obeyed
before knowing; “stranger



Verse(s) Content Notes
destination; sojourned as a and alien” posture is the
stranger; looked for the city mark of faith-orientation, not
with foundations, whose failure of belonging;
architect and builderis God heavenly city is the true
destination
11-12 Sarah’s faith: received Remarkable — Sarah is
ability to conceive pastage; included despite initial
judged Him faithful who laughter (Gen. 18:12); faith
promised; from one man may begin with doubt and
(Abraham, “as good as arrive at trust; “judged Him
dead”) came descendants faithful” is the operative
as numerous as stars clause
13-16 Theological thesis (first): all  The hinge of the chapter’s
these died without receiving argument — their dying
the promises; they saw them without receiptis nota
and welcomed them from failure but the very structure
afar; confessed themselves  of faith-existence; the “city
strangers and pilgrims; God  prepared” is the author’s
is not ashamed to be called  warrant for their posture
their God; He has prepared a
city forthem
17-19 Abraham’s faith: offered The test at Moriah as
Isaac; reasoned God could paradigm of resurrection-
raise the dead; received him faith; Abraham’s reasoning
back “as afigure” (v. 19) is theological, not
psychological — faith
operating on God’s
character
20-22 Isaac, Jacob, Joseph: faith Deathbed-faith: the most
expressed in blessing of faith-characterized moment
future generations and for each is not their
confidence about exodus greatness but their
(Joseph’s bones) orientation toward the
unseen promise at death
23-28 Moses’ faith: hidden as Moses as the great exhibit of

infant; refused Egyptian
identity; chose suffering with
the people of God over
fleeting pleasures; regarded
reproach of Christ as greater
wealth; kept the Passover

volitional faith—each act a
deliberate, reasoned choice
of the invisible over the
visible; “reproach of Christ”
— redemptive-historical
reading of Moses’



Verse(s) Content Notes
identification with God’s
people
29-31 Israel crossing the Red Sea;  Corporate faith (Israel);
Jericho’s walls; Rahab improbable faith (Rahab the
prostitute) — faith is not
limited to the spiritually
elite; the walls fell not by
siege but by obedience to an
absurd command
32-35a Summarizing catalogue: Victory-dimension of faith;
Gideon, Barak, Samson, the author moves rapidly
Jephthah, David, Samuel, because his argumentis not
the prophets — conquered that faith produces victory —
kingdoms, stopped lions’ he is about to complicate
mouths, quenched fire, that
escaped the sword, women
received back their dead
35b-38 Others were tortured, The decisive turn — these
refused release; mocked, are not lesser believers; “the
flogged, imprisoned; stoned, world was not worthy of
sawn in two, killed; the them” is the author’s
world was not worthy of highest commendation;
them suffering-faith is not sub-
faith
39-40 Climactic thesis: all were The chapter’s theological

commended through faith;
none received the promise;
God planned something
better — apart from us they
would not be made

summit: the Old Testament
gallery was believing forward
into Christ; their faith
reaches completion only in
the gathered new covenant

complete community; readers are not

spectators but participants
in fulfillment

Divisions Table

Division Verses Label

1 1-2 The Definition: Faith as
Substance and Conviction

2 3-7 Pre-Patriarchal Faith:



Division Verses Label

Creation, Worship, and the

Flood

3 8-22 Patriarchal Faith: Obeying
and Dying Without the
Promise

4 13-16 (Theological hinge within

Division 3) They Died as
Strangers — and Were
Right To

5 23-31 Mosaic and Conquest
Faith: Choosing the
Invisible Over the Visible

6 32-38 The Full Gallery: Victory
and Suffering, Both by
Faith

7 39-40 The Completion: Their

Faith Reaches Fullness
Only in Us, in Christ

Subject Sentence & Primary Claim (restated)

Subject Sentence: Faith in God’s unseen promise is the only pattern of life God has ever
honored.

Primary Claim: God summons weary, tempted believers to persevering faith by
demonstrating from the whole sweep of redemptive history that living by invisible promise
— notvisible fulfillment — is not a deficiency of faith but its very definition, and that all who
have ever walked this way have been right, have been commended, and will be completed
in Christ.

Applications (Five)

1. (Mind/Belief) Recalibrate what “evidence for faith” actually means. Verse 1 does not
commend belief without evidence — it describes faith that rests on the only evidence that
ultimately counts: the word and character of God. Every person in the gallery was not
acting against reason; they were acting on the most reliable datum available — what God
had said. The believer who feels their faith is weak because visible circumstances are
discouraging has confused the instruments. The question is not “what do my
circumstances say?” but “what has God said, and is He the kind of God who keeps His
word?” Hebrews 11 answers that second question across forty centuries of human



testimony: yes, He is. The call is hot to manufacture confident feelings — itis to direct your
confidence to its proper object.

2. (Affections/Worship) Let the “stranger and pilgrim” identity become a source of
freedom rather than an occasion for anxiety. The patriarchs of verses 13-16 did not
receive the promises and they knew it — and the author says they “welcomed them from
afar” and confessed themselves strangers and exiles. This is not described as their defeat
but as the mark of their faith’s orientation. The believer who is deeply attached to present
comfort, present security, present belonging — who experiences the “not yet” character of
Christian existence as chronic low-grade grief — is being invited here to reframe that
attachment. You are not missing out on the life you were supposed to have. You are living
in the only posture that has ever been true of God’s people: eyes on the city whose
architect and builder is God. That city is being prepared. The discomfort of not-yet-arrived
is not dysfunction — it is fidelity.

3. (Will/Behavior) Make the deliberate, costly choice Moses made — identify publicly
and concretely with God’s people rather than with the comfort and status that
proximity to the world’s power offers. Moses did not accidentally drift away from
Pharaoh’s house. He refused. He chose. He “considered the reproach of Christ greater
wealth than the treasures of Egypt” (v. 26). Every believer lives with some version of this
choice available — the social cost of clear identification with the people of God versus the
comfort of strategic ambiguity. The call is not abstract: where have you been preserving
“plausible deniability” about your allegiance? Where has the comfort available in the
world’s approval been functioning as a reason to soften your identification with Christ?
Moses’ choice is not available only to the spiritually heroic — it is the ordinary daily choice
of every member of the gallery. Make it.

4. (Affections/Worship) Let the suffering catalogue of verses 35b-38 reorient how you
evaluate the faithfulness of God toward believers who suffer. The prosperity-gospel
instinct is not limited to health-and-wealth theology — it lives in the ordinary assumption
that if faith is real and God is good, visible improvement should follow. When it does not —
when the diagnosis is not reversed, the marriage not restored, the prodigal not returned —
a quiet but devastating conclusion begins to form: perhaps God is not faithful, or perhaps
my faith is defective. Hebrews 11 shatters that instinct by presenting the tortured, mocked,
imprisoned, and killed as the chapter’s highest exhibit of faith, commended by God
Himself with the words “the world was not worthy of them.” The God who presided over the
suffering of Hebrews 11:35b-38 was not absent and not untrustworthy. He was presentin
exactly the way He had promised — as the unseen rewarder of those who seek Him (v. 6).
Grieve the suffering. Do not conclude from it that God has failed.

5. (Mind/Belief) Receive the staggering claim of verses 39-40 as a present-tense
anchor: you are the completion of what the whole gallery was believing toward. The
author does not say the Old Testament saints were the heroes and we are the distant
admirers. He says they “apart from us would not be made complete.” The fulfilled promise
— Christ— arrived in your era. The city they were looking for is the city you are approaching



(12:22). You are not the footnote to their story; you are the chapter in which the story
reaches its destination. The believer who feels small and late and spiritually unremarkable
in comparison to the gallery has misread the chapter’s ending. You are where the promises
landed. You live on the fulfillment side of everything they were believing toward. That is not
areason for pride — it is a reason for the most durable kind of stability: you cannot be
deprived of what has already arrived.

Theological Importance

Theological Importance: Hebrews 11 provides the Bible’s most systematic account of the
nature and function of saving faith across redemptive history, and its theology is both
richer and more demanding than popular treatments suggest. The chapter establishes that
faith is not a human achievement or a spiritual feeling but a God-enabled orientation
toward the unseen word and promise of the living God — and that this orientation has been
the only form of acceptable response to God since Abel. The chapter further establishes
that faith and suffering are not opposites — the suffering gallery of verses 35b-38 is
commended as highly as the victory gallery of verses 32-35a. Most decisively, the chapter
anchors the meaning of Old Testament faith christologically: Moses bore “the reproach of
Christ” (v. 26); the entire gallery was “looking ahead” to a promise that finds its substance
in Christ alone. Faith is not generically religious — it is always, in every era, trustin the
promise of God that culminates in His Son.

Reformed Theological Significance

Reformed Theological Significance: Hebrews 11 is a foundational chapter for several of
Reformed theology’s most important commitments. First, it provides the clearest
canonical demonstration of the unity of the covenant of grace: Abraham, Moses, Rahab,
and the prophets were not operating under a different plan — they were trusting the same
promise, the same God, the same coming Christ, through the instruments of an earlier
redemptive-historical administration. This is precisely the Reformed covenantal theology
of Geerhardus Vos, Meredith Kline, and Edmund Clowney. Second, the chapter
establishes that justification has always been by faith alone — not by works, not by ritual,
not by ethnic identity — a point Paul makes explicitly in Romans 4 from the same
Abrahamic evidence. Third, the “stranger and pilgrim” theology of verses 13-16 grounds
the Reformed conviction that the believer’s ultimate citizenship is heavenly — not a denial
of cultural engagement but a fundamental reorientation of identity and allegiance that
prevents the idolization of any earthly order. Fourth, the suffering catalogue prevents the
church from succumbing to any form of triumphalism: the people of God in this age live in
the “not yet” of verses 13 and 39, awaiting completion in Christ, and their suffering is not a
theological problem to be explained away but a participation in the pattern of faith that the
whole gallery embodies.



Main Takeaway

The entire history of God’s people is a single, unbroken testimony: those who trusted the
invisible promise were right, and those who traded it for visible comfort were wrong. You
are not being asked to pioneer some novel, heroic posture — you are being invited into the
oldest, most proven way of being human before God. The gallery is already assembled, the
verdictis already in, and the promise they were all believing toward has already arrived in
Christ. Trust Him. Keep going.

Preaching/Teaching Pitfalls

e Treating Hebrews 11 as a “hall of fame” of spiritual heroes whose virtue we
should emulate. This is the most common and most damaging mishandling. It
turns the chapter into a moralizing lecture — “be like Abraham, be like Moses” —
and produces either discouragement or self-improvement projects. The chapteris
not primarily about their virtue; it is about the object of their trust. The callis not to
achieve their level of spiritual performance but to trust their God. Expose what the
gallery members were actually trusting and let that, not their achievements, do the
pastoral work.

e Stopping at verse 35a and preaching a triumphalist faith-wins sermon. The
chapter does not permit this. The author himself interrupts the victory catalogue
with a deliberate “and others...” to ensure no reader can conclude that faith reliably
produces temporal victory. Any sermon that does not reckon honestly with verses
35b-38 — and with the author’s own evaluation that “the world was not worthy of
them” — has preached half the chapter and produced a distorted theology of
suffering. Preach the whole gallery.

o Lifting verse 1 as a general philosophical definition of religious faith. “Faith is
the substance of things hoped for” is not a definition of faith-in-general —itis a
functional description of what saving faith does in the specific situation of living in
the “not yet” between promise and fulfillment. Teaching it as a general
epistemological claim produces the popular but false notion that Christian faith is
belief without evidence, which both dishonors the text and arms the congregation
poorly against secular challenges.

e Treating the Old Testament figures as disconnected examples rather than a
unified covenantal argument. The temptation in preaching Hebrews 11 is to
preach it episodically — “today let’s look at Noah, next week Abraham, the week
after Moses” —in a way that loses the chapter’s own cumulative and climactic
argument. The chapter builds. The hinge at verses 13-16 is load-bearing. The climax
at verses 39-40 is the theological summit without which every individual story is



misread. Preach the chapter as the argument it is, not as a anthology from which to
pick inspiring stories.

Failing to connect the gallery to Christ as the chapter’s own christological
center. The author’s reference to Moses bearing “the reproach of Christ” (v. 26) is
not an incidental comment — it is the chapter’s own signal that every member of
the gallery was trusting forward into Christ, whether they named Him or not.
Exposition that does not arrive at Christ has not yet arrived at the chapter’s own
intended destination. Every life in the gallery was a life of faith in the promise of God
thatis “yes and amen” in Christ alone (2 Corinthians 1:20). End there. Always.

Neglecting the force of verses 39-40 for the present-tense identity of the reader.
The closing verses are not a historical footnote — they are the author’s final

pastoral move: you are the generation of fulfillment. The believers receiving this
letter (and by extension every New Testament believer) stand on the fulfillment side
of every promise the gallery was believing toward. This is simultaneously humbling
(you are the completion of something far larger than yourself) and stabilizing (you
cannot be deprived of the substance of what they were hoping for — it has already
arrived in Christ). This pastoral force is almost universally lost in Hebrews 11
exposition. Recover it.



