
HEBREWS 11:1-3 

 

SERMON: 

DATE: Sunday, September 21, 2019 
   
INTRODUCTION: 

Good morning. If you are new with us, we have been slowly walking through the 
book of Hebrews as a church. We just finished walking through Chapter 10 last week 
and this week we are beginning with chapter 11. So far, we have learned that the 
author of Hebrews was most likely writing to a group of jewish Christians, some of 
whom may have been former priests. While facing hardships and persecution from 
both Greeks and Jews, some of these Jews were starting to go back to their old way of 
life. Last week we learned that there are typically two responses to persecution and 
hardships. Shrink back or endure. The reason that people tend to shrink back is 
because they think that something is “better” than Christ. This has been a key point of 
the book of Hebrews, Christ is always better. So, even if we find something in the 
moment that may bring us some temporary relief from pain and suffering, something 
worth shrinking back to, nothing is better than Christ. Therefore, we ought to 
endure and persevere. In last week’s text we also read the encouraging words from 
the author to the recipients,   

“36 For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of 
God you may receive what is promised. 37 For, “Yet a little while, and the 
coming one will come and will not delay; but my righteous one shall live by 
faith, and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.” 39 But we are not 
of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and 
preserve their souls.”   

And we talked about how we too are in need of endurance to make it to the end, to 
receive the promises of God. In order to endure, to preserve our souls, we must have 
faith, but how do we do this when life becomes challenging and we want nothing 
more than to shrink back? How do we have faith when the circumstances around us 
seem to be too much for us to bear? Instead of shrinking back, how can we be more 
like the people in verse 32-34, who were commended,   

“32 ...recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you endured a 
hard struggle with sufferings, 33 sometimes being publicly exposed to reproach 
and affliction, and sometimes being partners with those so treated. 34 For you 
had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully accepted the plundering of 
your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and 
an abiding one.”   
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Is that not what we should want? To have such a great faith, that as we endure trials 
and hardships, we respond like the Hebrews in that we  “joyfully accept the 
plundering of our property?” Don’t we want to have the faith to believe that the 
possessions of God are actually better than the ones we have around us right now? 
My hope is that we as a church would be like those in verse 39, “those who have faith 
and preserve our souls.” And so, this is where we find ourselves today, at the end of 
this verse and at the beginning of chapter 11, the famous, “Hall of Faith” chapter. It is 
here that the author will remind his readers about all the people before them who 
didn’t shrink back when times were hard, but instead endured by faith. As one 
commentator put it, “whether in life or in death, all [of them]were victorious “by 
faith.” Their victory was not just the result of their faith, but was the result of the 
working of God in their lives in response to their faith in him. ”   1

 

TEXT: 

11 Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 2 

For by it the people of old received their commendation. 3 By faith we understand 
that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made 
out of things that are visible.   
 

PRAYER:   
 
EXPOSITION 1: HEBREWS 11:1  

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 
Another preferable translation:   
1 
Now faith celebrates the objective realityb

 [of the blessings] for which we hope, the 

demonstrationd
 of events as yet unseen.f 

 

“Is.” In the Greek, “IS” is the very first word of chapter 11. The author takes this verb 
from its usual position in a greek sentence and places it here at the beginning for 
emphasis. Why? Because he is about to tell his readers and us today something really 
exciting about what faith really is. As we just read from the verse prior to today’s, “we 
are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and 
preserve their souls.” This faith, that which we need in order to endure, is that which 
the author wants to emphasize. So much so, that he writes it in an almost celebratory 
manner. We have faith!   
 

1 Allen, D. L. (2010). Hebrews (p. 539). Nashville, TN: B & H Publishing Group. 
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So, what exactly is faith? We have used the word numerous times already today. Our 
culture knows of the word too. Is it just our beliefs? Is it that thing that is necessary 
for salvation? Yes and more. The author uses two words to describe faith. The first 
word is a greek word, “ὑπόστασις.” This word is not easily translated in English. In 
fact, if you look at the different translations of it in the Bible, you will find different 
words for its english meaning. In the ESV it is translated as “assurance.” In the KJV it 
is “substance.” In the NIV it is “confidence.”  Each of these words, as similar as they 
are, all convey a different meaning. So, what was the original intent of the author? If 
he is going through all of the work to set this verse up in a manner to celebrate it and 
show its importance, then it would be helpful if we could interpret it correctly. Well 
“ὑπόστασις” in biblical times was used for “substance,” “essence,” “reality,” “actual 
being,” “realization,” “plan,” “trust,” “confidence,” “objective guarantee,” “title,” “deed,” 
“proof,” “evidence.” All of these words give the reader a sense that faith is something 
real and actually there. In this passage, faith is objective in that it, “gives substance to 
what is hoped for. It is not subjective like “faith is the assurance that what is hoped for 
will come to pass.”   Objective statements are not dependent on the mind or feelings 2

for existence; they have substance, actual, real, and existing. From faith other things 
such as hope come. Objective faith comes from the knowledge of God and knowing 
His attributes. God never changes. His attributes never change and are always 
constant. What we believe about God, everything concerning Him, should never 
change, except when we are to align our beliefs about HIm more to the truth of who 
He really is. This is unlike anything that is subjective which is based on feelings, taste 
or opinions. Subjective faith is knowledge of God’s working through self for example 
through personal experiences. My faith increased when I saw the miracle. My faith 
decreases when I see suffering in the world around me. Another example of this is, 
“do you have faith in me?” in regards to confidence and trust in me as a person. That 
faith is liable to change because I change. The author here wants his readers to 
understand that the faith he writes of  is an objective reality and has actual substance 
to it. This faith is concrete and real, never changing. It is not something that we want 
it to be or think it to be, faith is what it is and has always been, and this faith is the 
actual substance to that which we hope for. And those things that we hope for, the 
promises of God, are just as real and sure today as they will be when they actually 
come to fruition. You can take them to the bank. 
 
The second word used the author uses to describe faith is “ἔλεγχος.”  This word is not 
used anywhere else in the New Testament. When you see the word used in 
documents outside of the “New Testament, its normal translation is “proof,” 

2 Allen, D. L. (2010). Hebrews (p. 543). Nashville, TN: B & H Publishing Group. 
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“argument” or “evidence” - again something objective - about the world rather than 
subjective about how we feel about the world.”  So, most english translators translate 3

the word as “proof,” “verification,” “conviction,” or  “evidence.” I personally like the 
term evidence and so therefore faith is the actual evidence/conviction of things 
unseen. 
 
 Now from these two words, we have the author’s definition of faith. Faith is the 
actual, objective reality of what we hope for and the evidence, conviction of things 
not seen. Faith isn’t just what we need to have in order to believe in things that we 
hope for or in the things unseen, it is the actual, concrete proof of them and for them. 
We will see how this works later, but first let’s look at verse 2.   
 
EXPOSITION 2: HEBREWS 11:2 

For by it the people of old received their commendation.   
 
A few observations to point out. One, as we move into Hebrews chapter 11, we will 
be looking at a bunch of “ancients.” These people were all from the OT.  Two, not all 
of their stories look the same. Each character has their very own, unique story and 
each plays a part in the great redemption plan of God. Three, 18 times, the term “by 
faith” is repeated in verses 3–31. Outside of these verses, this word is not used 
anywhere else in the epistle. Four, It was by faith these ancients were commended, or 
attested by God, for demonstrating this faith that verse 1 speaks of.   

“The verb μαρτυρεῖσθαι (for commended or attested) occurs seven times in 
Hebrews (7:8, 17; 10:15; 11:2, 4, 5, 39), and  in each instance the reference is to 
the witness of the biblical record. The exemplars of faith to whom reference is 
made in the pages of the OT “enjoy the approving testimony of Scripture, and 
consequently of God himself, who speaks by his Spirit through the written 
word” (Trites, Witness, 221). The writer found in Scripture and in certain of 
the edifying books subsequently added to the Greek Bible a record of faith in 
action verifying the character and possibilities of faith for the Christian 
community.”    4

Understand this, up till this point in history, these people’s stories were already being 
told. Their stories of the faith exhibited in their lives had been passed down from 
generation to generation for years through oral history, historical writings, and in the 
written accounts that made up scripture. It wasn’t like the author of Hebrews just 

3 Piper, https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/what-faith-knows-and-hopes-for 
4  Lane, W. L. (1991). Hebrews 9–13 (Vol. 47B, p. 330). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. 
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decided to one day make these stories up. These people were already being 
commended and attested, by whom? Others in the past? Yes in that they spoke about 
them, but according to this passage it was because of God. It was God Himself who 
made these people known, and it is because of Him that we read about them today. 
God gave them their lives. He placed them in their stories. He commended them and 
made them know. These stories were proven true by God Himself because He gave us 
these testimonies in His Word. For the next 8 weeks we will be looking at each of 
these people and their story. The faith of Hebrews 11:1 will be on display through 
each of them. The faith celebrated in all of them is characterized by firmness, 
reliability, and steadfastness. These “Ancients” trusted in God and in His promises 
even when it wasn’t easy. Just like the recipients of Hebrews who were facing 
hardships, these “ancients” faced their own trials and they could have shrank back, but 
their faith proved genuine and true as they endured to the end.  “The context shows 
that what these attested witnesses affirm is the reliability of God, who is faithful to his 
promise (11:11). Committing themselves to God who is steadfast, these exemplars of 
faith were themselves made steadfast. This concept of faith is rooted in the OT, 
where faith and hope are closely allied (so Grässer, Glaube, 85). The tension between 
faith and the realization of the promise of God that is developed throughout this 
section demonstrates that it is the nature of faith to render hope secure (vv 1, 9, 10, 
13, 24–26, 39).”   Now, let’s look at verse 3. 5

   
EXPOSITION 3: HEBREWS 11:3 
 By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that 
what is seen was not made out of things that are visible.   
 
This is the first example of faith in the great list of Hebrews 11. This actual, real faith, 
spoken of in verse 1, is on display. The evidence of things unseen is found here. Do 
you see the connection to verse 1? How was the universe created? By the word of 
God. In verse 1 we saw that faith was the evidence of things unseen. Here in verse 3 
we see how things that are seen, were not made out of things that are visible. They 
were made out of things unseen. To understand this better, let’s look at Romans 1:20. 
Here we read “For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine 
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things 
that have been made. So they are without excuse.” The word “perceived” in Romans 
1:20, is the same word found here in Hebrews 11:3 but is translated as “understood.” 
It appears that Romans 1:20 says that the evidence we need to know that God made 

5  Lane, W. L. (1991). Hebrews 9–13 (Vol. 47B, pp. 315–316). Dallas: Word, 
Incorporated. 
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the world is in the things He made. Everything clearly points to a Maker. We know 
this to be Natural Revelation and we can read about it in Psalm 19. Then in Hebrews 
11:3 it appears to say that the evidence that God made the world is faith. What does 
this mean? How do they connect? “Faith is at least in part, the spiritual seeing or 
perceiving of the fingerprints of God on the things he has made. Now the 
fingerprints of God on the things he has made - the order, the beauty, the greatness 
are the evidence that God made the world. But so too is the seeing of these 
fingerprints a kind of evidence. It's just the other side of the coin.”  This is how faith 6

is the evidence of things unseen. We all can see the created works of God. We look at 
His handiwork daily. While looking at them, some people will see the fingerprints of 
God within it, and some don’t. Those who see it have the evidence, the actual proof 
that God exists. They see it! They have faith. People who don’t see it will argue with 
you about it, and what is your typical response, “How can you be so blind? I SEE IT! 
How do you not?” It is like walking along the beach with the family. I love looking for 
shark teeth. When we come across a pile of shells, I will typically find a tooth and yell 
to the kids, “I found a shark tooth.” They usually then come to see if they can find it. 
Then the following dialogue takes place. “Where is it dad?” “It is right there.” 
“Where?” “In the shells.” “I don’t see it.” “It is right there in front of you.” “Are you 
sure?” I then draw a circle around a smaller group of shells with the tooth right in the 
middle to help them see it and then I tell them, “It is in that circle.” Even then, it is 
sometimes hard to see it. To many people they look at the shells and completely miss 
the tooth within. The same for those who look at creation and just don’t see the 
fingerprints of God. They see everything else, but Him. They don’t see the evidence 
of God on display. To us, we see the evidence throughout. It is this same faith of what 
God did in the past that gives us hope that He will do what He says He will do in the 
present and in the future. He is and will do them! 
 
CONCLUSION:  

I want to go back to a previous question. How was the universe created? The verse 
says that by faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God. 
Think on that for a moment. From that which God created, that being everything, 
and by the means that He created it, by His word, we have Faith. By Faith we 
understand Him to have done it and by seeing that which He has done, we have the 
evidence which is our Faith. How do we know this to be true? By the Word of God. it 
confirms it for us. Notice the importance of the Word of God. God has the ability to 
speak things that are unseen into existence. Faith that was not there can come into 
existence by the word of God. What does Romans 10:17 say? Faith comes from 

6 Piper. https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/what-faith-knows-and-hopes-for 
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hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. So, those people in your lives that 
do not have salvific faith, it is still possible that they can. They just need to hear the 
word of God (Romans 10:14-15, “And how are they to hear without someone 
preaching? 15 And how are they to preach unless they are sent?”) and have their eyes 
opened to see Him. For them and us, the more we spend time hearing from God 
through His Word, our deeper understanding of Him increases our Faith. As 
mentioned earlier, objective faith, that which Hebrews 11:1 speaks of, comes from the 
knowledge of God and knowing His attributes. This comes from hearing about Him 
through His word. The more we understand Him the better we know Him. The 
better we know Him, the more we trust Him. The more we trust Him, the more we 
treasure Him. The more we treasure Him, the realer His promises are. They are just 
as real today as the day they actually come to fruition. The realer His promises are, 
the more likely we will follow Him wherever and through whatever He chooses. This 
means that a path of hardships, trials, persecutions, illnesses, disease, and even death, 
are seen as nothing, because when compared to Him, He is better. This means that a 
path full of blessings, joy, and prosperity is nothing when compared to Him, because 
He is better. For us to have Faith like those in Hebrews, to endure to the end no 
matter the trial, we must know this God and to know this God we must hear His 
words. So, may we hear His words and our faith increase so we endure to the end! 
 
PRAYER: 
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