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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #25

The Great Melody of Faith

Hebrews 11:1-13
CLASS NOTES
Schedule – This is our last class on Hebrews.  George will begin our study of Ephesians after Christmas, beginning Wednesday, January 13, 2010.

Hebrews 11:1 Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the demonstration of things not seen.  2 Indeed, by faith our ancestors received approval.  

3 By faith we understand that the worlds were ordered by the word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible.  

4 By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain's.  Through this he received approval as righteous, God himself giving approval to his gifts; he died, but through his faith he still speaks.

5 By faith Enoch was taken so that he did not see death; and “he was not found, because God had taken him.” For it was attested before he was taken away that “he had pleased God.”  6 And without faith it is impossible to please God, for whoever would approach him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.  

7 By faith Noah, warned by God about events as yet unseen, respected the warning and built an ark to save his household; by this he condemned the world and became an heir to the righteousness that is in accordance with faith.  

8 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where he was going.  9 By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.  10 For he looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  

11 By faith he received power of procreation, even though he was too old – and Sarah herself was barren – because he considered him faithful who had promised.  12 Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”  

13 All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them. They confessed that they were strangers and foreigners on the earth,  
Notes on Some of the Greek Words

1. How should we translate the Greek word hypostasis?  It was used with an extensive range of connotations during the classical and Hellenistic periods, and its meanings here in Hebrews 11:1 are disputed by a good number of NT scholars.  A review of the linguistic evidence for the meaning of the term at the time Hebrews was written demonstrates that it means:
a. 
The tangible reality in contrast to mere appearance;
b.
In the Greek patristic literature, and particularly in the interpretation of Hebrews 11:1 by St. John Chrysostom (Homily 21.2, on the Letter to the Hebrews), that it is the task of faith to make unseen reality as real as that which is seen with the human eye: “faith gives reality (hypostasis mean reality) to objects of hope, which seem to be difficult but faith is their very essence of what we hope for. 

c. 
Although it is difficult to convey the range of nuances in hypostasis with a single English word, it is imperative that the objective sense of the term be represented in translation: by the following NT scholars  “objective guarantee” ( Spicq, NT Greek Lexicon, Vol  2:337-38), “certainty” (Schlatter, 523, 614-17; ) “reality” (Thompson, Beginnings of Christian Philosophy, 70-71), “realization” 86-87; Thompson,), or “actualization”. 

d.
Some rejected “confidence” or “assurance” on grammatical ground because such a translation gives the Greek word hypostasis a subjective value that it does not possess (Koester, TDNT, vol, 8:585-87).
“Faith In What Is Not Seen” as it was Understood by the Early Christian Writers

Faith is needed as we need light (Theodoret, 5th century) 
To see visible objects we need the eyes of the body.

To understand intelligible truths we need the eyes of the mind.

To have the vision of divine things we cannot do without faith.

What the eye is for the body, faith is for reason.

To be more precise; the eye needs the light which puts it in contact with visible things; reason needs faith to show it divine things.





The Cure of Pagan Diseases, 1:78

Even learning the Alphabet needs faith (Theodoret)
Let no one speak against faith.  For Aristotle faith is the principle of science.  Epicurus considers faith to be the first movement of the reasoning faculty.  This movement is followed by the activity of cognition and the result is the understanding of truth.  Faith requires knowledge, but in its turn knowledge has need of faith.  As there cannot be faith without knowledge, so there cannot be knowledge without faith.

Faith comes before knowledge; knowledge is subsequent to faith.  Thereafter purpose is allied with knowledge and purpose determines action.

Therefore: first of all, one must believe, and then learn. 

Once the truth is known, a decision has to be made and action taken in conformity with it.

Not even the letters of the alphabet can be known without faith, without trust in the teacher.  If someone suddenly began to contradict his teacher by refusing to believe that “A” is the first letter of the alphabet, he would never learn to read or write. On the other hand, if anyone shows faith in his teacher and follows his teaching, he will very quickly acquire knowledge in addition to faith.





The Cure of Pagan Diseases, 1:90

Faith is the Substance (John Chrysostom, 5th century)  
Oh, what an expression has he used in saying “an evidence of things not seen” (Heb 11:1). For we say there is “evidence” in the case of things that are very plain. Faith then is seeing things not plain, he means, and brings what are not seen to the same full assurance with what are seen.  So then neither is it possible to disbelieve in things which are seen, nor, on the other hand, can there be faith unless a person is more fully assured with respect to things invisible than he is with respect to things that are most clearly seen.  For since the objects of hope seem to be unsubstantial, faith gives them substantiality or, rather, does not give it, but is it self their substance. For instance, the resurrection has not come, nor does it exist substantially, but hope makes it substantial in our soul, this is the meaning of “the substance of things.”  If therefore it is an “evidence of things not seen,” why do you wish to see them, so as to fall away from faith and from being just?  Since “the just shall live by faith,” you, if you wish to see these things, are no longer faithful.  You have labored, he says; you have struggled.  I too allow this; nevertheless, wait, for this is faith: Do not seek the whole “here.” 





On the Epistle to the Hebrews, 23:4.32

Why does each one of us say I believe? (Rufinus, 4th century)  
“I believe,” therefore, is placed in the forefront [the Apostles’ Creed], as the apostle Paul, writing to the Hebrews, says, “The one who comes to God must first of all believe that he is, and that he rewards those who believe on him.”  The prophet also says, “Unless you believe, you shall not understand,” (Dan 12:10)  In order that the way to understand, therefore, may be open to you, you do the right thing in first of all professing that you believe.  For no one embarks upon the sea and trusts himself to the deep and liquid element unless he first believes it is possible that he will have a safe voyage.  The farmer does not commit his seed to the furrows and scatter his grain on the earth unless he believes that the showers will come together with the sun’s warmth, through whose fostering influence, aided by favorable winds, the earth will produce and multiply and ripen its fruits.  In essence, nothing in life can be transacted if there is not first a readiness to believe.

Is it any wonder then that when we come to God, we first of all profess that we believe, seeing that, without this, not even common life can be lived? We have premised these remarks at the outset, since the pagans are wont to object to us that our religion, because it lacks reasons, rests solely on belief’. We have shown, therefore, that nothing can possibly be done or remain stable unless it is preceded by belief, Finally, marriages are contracted in the belief that children will be born; and children are committed to the care of teachers in the belief that the teaching of these teachers will be transferred to the pupils. In the same way, one person assumes the emblems of empire, believing that peoples and cities and a well-equipped army also will obey him. But if no one enters upon any one of these several undertakings except in the belief that the results spoken of will follow, must not belief be much more requisite if one would come to the knowledge of God? 





Commentary on the Apostles’ Creed 3
In faith the devil is disarmed (John Chrysostom, 4th century)      
The devil is not so good a marksman as to be able to reach this height; he sends forth his darts, indeed, for he is void of all shame, yet he does not hit the mark; the dart returns to him without effect, and not without effect only, but it falls upon his own head.  For what is sent forth by him must of necessity strike something.  As, then, that which has been shot out by humans either strikes the person against whom it is directed or pierces bird or fence or garment or wood or the mere air, so does the dart of the devil also.  It must of necessity strike, and, if it strikes not the one that is shot at, it necessarily strikes the one that shoots it.  And we may learn from many instances that, when we are not hit, without doubt the devil is hit himself. For instance, he plotted against Job; he did not hit him but was struck himself.  He plotted against Paul; he did not hit him but was struck himself.  If we watch, we may see this happening everywhere.  For even when he strikes, he is hit – much more then when he does not hit.

Let us then turn the devil’s weapons against him, and, having armed and fortified ourselves with the shield of faith, let us keep guard with steadfastness, so as to be impregnable.  Now the’dart of the devil is evil concupiscence (lust).  Anger especially is a fire, a flame; it catches, destroys, consumes; let us quench it, by long-suffering and by forbearance.  For as red-hot iron dipped into water loses its fire, so an angry man, falling in with a patient one, does no harm to the patient man but rather benefits him and is himself more thoroughly subdued.  For nothing is equal to long-suffering.  Such a person is never insulted, but, as bodies of the adamant are not wounded, so neither are such souls.  For they are above the reach of the darts.  The suffering person is high and so high as not to be wounded from the shot.  When one is furious, laugh; but do not laugh openly, lest you irritate that one, but laugh mentally on that one’s account.  For in the case of children, when they strike us passionately, as though thereby they were avenging themselves, we laugh.  If then there will be as great a difference between you and that one as between a child and an adult, but if you are furious, you have made yourself more senseless than children.  If one looks at a furious child, does that one laugh at the child?  “The poor-spirited,” it is “is mightily simple.” (Prov 14:29)  The simple, then, is a child and that one “who is long-suffering,” is “abundant in wisdom.”  Let us then follow this “abundant wisdom,” that we may attain good things promised us in Christ Jesus our Lord, with whom to the Father together with Holy Spirit, be glory, power, honor, now and forever and world without end, Amen, 






On the Epistle to the Hebrews, 22:7-8.

Contextual Meanings of Faith as a Substance
1. 
Chapter 11 of Hebrews offers us the most intense treatment of faith through a catalogue of attested witnesses.  It is confessional in nature.  It concentrates in a single, compact sentence the theme and interpretation of faith.  The characterization of faith that follows exposes the dynamic nature of the response to God which receives divine attestation in Scripture and that obtains the realization of promised blessings.

2. 
Faith arises when some person receives divine words like Abraham.  Others move by intense direction of the Spirit like Gideon and Samson, while others like David have faith in victory in their war because these battles were fought on behalf of God’s people.  Every model of those who had faith has been carefully chosen and weighed so as to draw attention to characteristics of a call and faith as their response.

3. 
The object that faith celebrates is considered fewer than two aspects: 
a. “The substance or the reality of which we hope

b. “The demonstration of events not seen.”  
Hope is a good word that indicates waiting for the realization.  We can see this (Ruth 1:12; Ps 38:8; Ezek 19:6) where the LXX used hypostasis for the Hebrew word for “hope.”  Then we have to understand that this Greek word means that the reality is what we look for as the hope, which the course of events will culminate in the realization of what God promised. 
4. 
From this perspective “faith” is something objective that bestows upon the objects of hope even now a substantial reality, which will unfold in God’s appointed time.  It gives them the force of present realities and enables the person of faith to enjoy the full certainty of future realization. 
5. 
Faith provides the objective ground upon which others may base their subjective confidence. This capacity of faith permits Christians to exercise a present grasp of the truth and to exhibit stability in the presence of hostility, knowing that the blessings for which they hope are firmly secured by the promise of God. 
6. 
The close identification of faith with hope underscores its forward-looking character, for if we read Hebrews 9:27; 10:25, 36- 39 and 11:1 together, then hope and faith are one vision of the return of Christ on the last day to put things right.
Contextual Meaning of Faith as an Action

1. 
The second part of the verse faith says that faith is “the demonstration of things not seen”, the existence of reality that cannot be perceived through objective sense perception. But this “reality” must be understood in the objective sense of “proof’ or “demonstration,” the evidential character that deprives uncertainty of any basis. Thus faith confers upon us what we do not immediately see but like the “journey” of Abraham who left his people and walked to see a land that does not belong to his “tribe”, or like “Moses” who had a long “journey”. The whole chapter is a chapter of “hope” and “actions”. 
2. Faith looks at the history of those who are called “ancestors” or “elders” or “the men of the past” (Ps 104 :22 LXX).  They have received “approval” from God as a result of their firm faith.
3. 
The commendation of faith in vv 1- 2 is supplemented by the further affirmation of v3.  Faith entails knowing that the universe was formed by the word of God.  The discernment of the creative work of God as the Creator demonstrates the power of God.  The reality of that cannot be perceived through sense perception.
By Faith We Understand

1. 
Throughout the chapter (vv 3—31 the word, “by faith,” is drawn forward and placed at the beginning of the sentence for emphasis. The simple dative form is used to furnish the “body of witnesses”. Here we come to the most common statement throughout Christian History, “I believe in order to understand” It can read it in Augustine and the rest of Christian writers but to goes back to this verse in Hebrews “by faith we understand.” We perceive the invisible divine reality as the actual ground of all things. This is the vision of faith.  The Creative word of God in (v 3) clearly refers to (Gen 1:1-3 and 2:1) where the creative word of God is the power in calling forth and ordering the universe. The verb “put into proper order,” was use in the LXX in the sense of “to establish,” “to order,” “to create” (Ps 39:7 quoted in Heb 10:5).
2. 
Judaism and the OT put God the Creator of heaven and earth as the first article of faith so also the Christian Creeds.  Here we must pause:

a) 
God the Creator is the only one who truly and really possesses life.  God created all by his word to open for us the door to understand by his word and by our words how to deal with creation.

b) 
This also means that our relationship with Creation is also a “rational” relationship, and this is the force of the words “by faith we understand.”  The medium of understanding is the word of God that cultivates and activates the capacity for “faith knowledge.”  This “faith knowledge” sees the goodness of creation and honors creation.

c) 
We can’t confess that God is the Creator of all and at the same time enslave any of his creatures. 
Biblical Notion of Understanding

The use of the verb “to understand,” is in the biblical context of perceiving the magisterial creative power of God in creation (Compare, Rom 1:20 and the book of Wisdom 13:1-5).  Those who deny the Creator God are those who were “ignorant of God” precisely because they fail to perceive the God who exists from “the good things that are seen” (Wis 13:1).  Instead, they attributed the origin of the visible universe to some created gods and powers of diety with which they invested them (Wis 13:2- 3).  This act of foolishness calls forth vigorous protest: “And if they were amazed at their power and working, let them understand from them these created objects that they make [are] divine.  How much more powerful is God who formed them?  For from the greatness and beauty of created objects comes a corresponding perception of their Creator” (Wis 13:4-5).  The verb “understand” is used in Wisdom precisely as it is in Hebrews 11:3.
Warning

We believe in order to understand, because there are two basic differences between the Biblical notion of understanding in Greek and later in secular branches of knowledge. Man is not rational by nature; man receives “wisdom” from God to understand how to govern the universe as a co-creator with God.  This is totally absent from Greek and secular knowledge.
Abel and Cain

In verse 4 is the statement that “men of the past received approval or attestation” from God because of their faith (verse 2).  [Look at] Abel, who “by faith offered God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain” (v 4).  The allusion is to Genesis 4:3-5, “in the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord.  But Abel brought fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock.  The Lord looked with favor on Abel and offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.” 

The Jewish tradition supplies us with more information.  According Philo there was  a deficiency of a ritual character in the presentation of the sacrifice noted in Gen 4:7 LXX: “if you had offered it correctly - orthws -  but you did not divide it correct with the implication that Abel had, in fact, cut up the pieces of his sacrifice in ritually correct manner,” or in the quality of the offering (e.g., Philo, On the Sacrifices of Abel and Cain 88) and Philo also says, “But Abel brought different offerings, and in a different manner. His offering was living, Cain’s was lifeless.” (On the Confusion of Tongues 124): “Cain retained in his own possession the first fruits of his farming and offered, as we are told, merely the harvest of a later time, although he had beside him a wholesome example,” while Abel “brought to the altar the firstborn, not the later-born.” 
Other lines of Jewish tradition concentrated on manner of life of each as the determining factor for the acceptance rejection of the offerings.  Cain’s moral disposition was deficient (Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 1.61), Cain’s works were evil (1 John 3:12) and (Josephus Antiquities of the Jews, 1.53): “Abel was attentive to righteousness … but Cain was depraved.”
The Targums

According to the tradition preserved in the several recessions of the Pal. Targum on Gen 4:8, a quarrel arose between the two brothers (Cain and Abel) over God’s response to their respective offerings.  The dispute between the brothers provided an occasion for two different professions of faith, which become transformed in the successive recessions, but the general sense remains the same: Abel was slain by his enraged brother after he affirmed his faith in God who created the world in love and who governs it righteously. The oldest expression of the tradition appears to be that preserved in the fragments from the Cairo Geniza. (published by Grelot, RB 88, 1975, 72-73).
Cain spoke and said to Abel, “I see that the world has been created by love and that it is governed by love.  Why, then, has your offering been received from you with favor, and mine has not been received with favor?”  Abel spoke and said to Cain, “Without doubt the world has been created by love and it is governed by love; but it is also governed according to the fruit of good works.  t is because my works were better than yours that my offering has been received from me with favor, and yours has not been received from you with favor.”  And the two of them were disputing in the field (Fragment Targum Gen 4:8).
Biblical Attitude to Cain’s Sacrifice 
The reference to Abel in verse 4 in the Scripture indicates that the superior quality of Abel’s offering derived from the integrity of his heart rather than from the nature of the offering itself.  This is the clear implication of Genesis 4:7, where the Lord says to Cain, “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?”  For the writer of Hebrews, the fact that Abel offered his sacrifice “by faith” is sufficient explanation for the acceptance of his offering by God.  His act of worship entailed the thoughtful exposure of his self to the living and holy God.
God’s recognition of Abel’s faith and acceptance of his offering is “more acceptable sacrifice than Cain's.  Through this he received approval as righteous, [with] God himself giving approval to his gifts; he died, but through his faith he still speaks which he received approval or attestation from God that he is righteous, God himself approving of his gifts.”  Two terms stand out in this statement: “faith” and “approval” to prove the correlation between faith and divine approval of a stance of commitment to God.  The association of Abel with righteousness is found also in Matthew 23:35 and l John 3:12.  
The Dead Still Speak

This part of verses 4-5 is shocking to modern ears “through faith he is still speaking, although he died,” is distinguished from the Jewish tradition about Abel because Hebrews reflects no interest in the act of fratricide or in Abel as the pro-martyr but all the emphasis falls on the fact that it is by his faith and not by his blood that he was approved by God.

What is the meaning that Abel speaks?  This is not indirect allusion to the words of Genesis 4:10, where the blood of Abel cries out to God from the earth.  For Hebrews Abel’s faith “speaks,” affirming that Abel’s faith continues to speak to us as a model for faith.  The words of Genesis 4:10 could mean that the blood of Abel cries for retribution, which is not a theme for Christian faith grounded on forgiveness.
Enoch

In the genealogy of the children of Adam, all die except this man Enoch who “pleased God” (Gen 5:22, 24 LXX), and as a result he did not see death because God “took him away” (Gen 5:24 LXX).   He escaped death through translation.  Enoch would inevitably become a great figure of the righteous man (the Wisdom of Sirach, 49:14: “No one like Enoch has been created on earth, for he was taken up from the earth”).

Enoch “by faith Enoch was translated that he should not see death.” The phrase “to see death,” or “to taste death” (2:9) is Semitic and means the same that is the experience of death.  
Enoch is never portrayed as an exemplar of faith in Jewish tradition.  Elsewhere in Hellenistic-Jewish literature he is cited as a model of repentance.  For example, there is the brief reference to Enoch in the Wisdom of Sirach 44:16, where Genesis 5:22- 24 LXX was quoted “Enoch pleased the Lord and was translated” and continues by asserting that “he was an example of repentance to all generations.”  This is based on the literary structure of Gen 5:21-24, where a distinction is made between the period prior to the birth of Enoch’s son (v 21) and the subsequent period when he “pleased God” (vv 22-24).  The basis of this tradition is the presupposition that repentance marked Enoch’s conversion to the true God, and explains why he “pleased the Lord.”
In the abundant Jewish writings, Enoch is portrayed as a preacher of righteousness rather than exemplar of repentance (the First book of Enoch 91- 105).  Only after Philo associated Enoch with repentance (Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis 1:79 – 87, Enoch sinned prior to repentance); he went through a period of purification then persevered in uprightness after repentance, (Philo, On Rewards and Punishment 15- 21; cf. the parallel passage in Philo, On Abraham 17- 26).

But in Hebrews 6:1 “faith toward God” and “repentance from dead works” are listed as integral aspects of conversion.  Here in Hebrews 11:4-5 it is faith not repentance.  The decisive factor in the experience of translation granted to Enoch is his faith (v 5), “he was well-pleasing to God.”  For us Christians “and without faith it is impossible to please God.”  The writer’s determination is to focus our attention sharply upon the pleasing of God by faith, rather than on other aspect. 
The Beginning of Faith

In Judaism after the return from Exile, faith in God was confessed in the Shema (Deut 6:4, Hear O Israel the Lord our God is one Lord).  Philo concluded his treatise on creation with the first article of faith “that the God exists,” followed by the traditional confession “that God is one” (On Creation. 170-71).  The biblical basis for this was the Greek (Exod 3:14 LXX) which means literally,  “I am the one who exists,” while the Hebrew just says, “ I am who is.”  Being and existence are foreign to the Hebrew mind. But this Greek influence can be seen in later Jewish writings in Greek (4 Macc 5:24: “We worship only the God who exists”; cf. Wis 13:1).  In the NT God who is, is God who exists.  Here existents means “real,” the living God, and this is the beginning of the Christian faith.  The second part is, “that he becomes a Rewarder to those who seek him out”.  The verb “to seek out” is used here to typify that those who seek God by faith are those who please God.
Noah
In verse 7 Noah is the first person who adds obedience to faith in response to God.  This emphasis thrusts forward the dimension of faith that is characteristic of most of the subsequent examples.  Noah was “instructed” or “solemnly warned” (Heb 8:5; 12:25) by God concerning “events as yet unseen.”  These words explain Hebrews 11:1, “the demonstration of events not seen.”  The reference, of course, is to God’s instruction concerning the building of an ark in order to preserve his family and of the animals from the flood. (Gen 6:9- 21) 
Noah is a model of the one who placed his full trust in the gracious promise of God that his own house hold would be preserved from the threatening deluge (Gen 6:18).  Yet until the time of the flood itself, that promise fell into the category of an objective hope based on faith alone.  Noah has endured the scorn of his contemporaries but firmly his faith persuaded him to work for the safety of his family.
Why does Hebrews say that Noah “condemned humanity,” and the Biblical tradition says that Noah was a preacher of repentance (2 Pet 2:5)?
That Noah “became an heir of the righteousness according to faith” represents a fresh approach to the old biblical tradition that Noah was a righteous person (Gen 6:9; 7:1; Ezek 14:14, 20).  The emphasis is that while the later Jewish tradition says (the book of Wisdom Sirarch 44:17 LXX): “Noah was found perfect and righteous; in the time of wrath he was taken in exchange; therefore a remnant was left to the earth when the flood came.”  Consider the Wisdom of Solomon 10:4: “When the earth was flooded because of him [Cain], Wisdom again preserved it, steering the righteous man by a paltry piece of wood.”  The “righteous” was a name applied to Noah repeatedly in Philo (On the Posterity and Exile of Cain 48, 173, 174; On the Migration of Abraham 125; On the Confusion of Tongues 105; On Giants 3.5; On the Change of Names 189), although Philo does not hesitate to declare that Noah’s righteousness was only relative to the lack of righteousness in his own evil generation (On Abraham 47; cf. Lewis, Interpretation of Noah, 42-58).  The same emphasis on Noah’s righteousness was also repeated in the Targum.  But Hebrews puts the emphasis on faith and on the obedience and that is why Noah by his obedient response of faith accepted the warning concerning an unperceived future: “he became an heir of the righteousness according to faith.”
The description of Noah as “an heir” establishes the most important link between faith and righteousness prior to the Law, where Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are described as “joint heirs” of the divine promise.  The formulation “of the righteousness according to faith,” has almost a Pauline ring.  The qualification of this “righteousness” indicates the way or the condition by which righteousness is actualized; it describes a righteousness bestowed by God according to faith.  The biblical description of Noah as righteous anticipates the prophetic oracle that “my righteous one shall live by faith” (Habakkuk 2:4).

We Are Also the Heirs 

To be “an heir of the righteousness according to faith” implies that others who respond to God with the faith that Noah demonstrated will share with him in the righteousness God bestows upon persons of faith.  The theme of the “heir” is a recurring motif in Hebrews, where the Son of God is acknowledged as “the heir of everything” (1:2) and Christians are described as the heirs of salvation (1:14) and of the promises of God (6:12, 17; cf. 9:15).  
Our Father Abraham 
Abraham is the most important figure of all those we meet in the Bible.  Abraham takes two chapters in Romans.  Here we see the journey of faith that begins with Abraham’s departure from Canaan and his life as a resident alien in the Promised Land (Acts 7:2-5; Heb 11:8- 10).  Hebrews used two verbs, “depart” used twice in verse 8, and “obey.”  God called Abram to leave his country, his people, and his father’s household and to go to a land he would be shown.  In verse 8 the account is “as he was being called, Abraham obeyed by departing.”  The emphasis falls upon the correlation between faith and obedience in the response of Abraham.
The use of the verb “to obey,” in the context of the call of Abraham is striking because it finds no support in the detailed story in Genesis 12.  More striking is the fact that the verb was used only twice in the OT to describe Abraham’s response to God (Gen 22:18; 26:5 LXX); and both instances denote Abraham’s readiness to sacrifice his son in obedience to the divine command.  Reference is made to Abraham’s faithful heart in response to the call to leave Ur (Nehemiah 9:7-8 LXX), but not to his obedience.
The stress on obedience in verse 8 serves to underscore a dimension of the “faith” that wins divine approval (verse 2), which Abraham demonstrated when he departed from Ur “by faith”: faith is active response to the spoken word of God.
The goal of Abraham’s migration is described as to go to “a place he was to receive as an inheritance.”  The “inheritance” does not appear in the words of the divine call in Genesis 12:1-3.  Nevertheless, the theme of inheritance is closely associated with the possession of the land of Canaan in the biblical tradition (Gen 15:7; 22:1 28:4; 1 Chron 16:18; Ps 104:11 LXX; Acts 7:5-6).  The call of God is directed toward an inheritance. This inheritance according to Hebrews is no longer the Land of Canaan but a “City,” and we have to read verses 9-16 carefully to be sure that the content of the inheritance in the Letter to the Hebrews is not the land of Canaan (4:8; cf. 9:15) but the city that God has prepared for his people.
This is made clear by the substitution of the word “a place,” for the word “the land” in Genesis 12:1 LXX, and is purposeful because the Greek word topos is not a “land” but a “city” (Theological Dictionary of the Greek NT, 8:188).  This city points to what is beyond the historical geography understanding of the call of Abraham to an inheritance of transcendent character.
Abraham set out “not knowing where he was going,” which is a comment on “which I will show you,” in Genesis 12; 1 LXX.  Abraham responded with trust in the word of God.  Faith ultimately looks ahead to the promise that the future.
Verses 9 and 10 is a description of the pilgrimage of Abraham the nomadic wanderer, sojourning in Egypt (Gen 12:10) and in various districts in Canaan (Gen 20:1; 1:23, 34; 35:27).  Wherever he went “he migrated to the promised land as to a foreign country.”  In the LXX Abraham describes himself as “an alien and stranger” among the resident citizens of Hebron.
The name “the promised land” does not come from the OT, which speaks of “the land which God swore” to give to the fathers (cf. Gen 0:24; Exod 13:5; 31:1; Num 11:12; 14:16, 23; 32:11; Deut 1:8, 35; 6:10, 18, 23; 7:8).  The specific formulation in verse 9 does not occur elsewhere in the NT, and is rare in Jewish sources.  The “promise” refers to the land only here in Hebrews.
The description of the land of Canaan as “a foreign land” is without parallel in the OT.  The sharp contrast between “the promised land” and “a foreign country” serves the portrayal of the life of Abraham as one “living in tents,” corresponds to the picture that Genesis offers of Abraham, constantly pitching his tents for a shorter or longer period as a migrant nomad residing in a foreign land (Gen 12:8; 13:3, 5, 12, 18; 18:1, 2, 6, 9, 10).  Abraham lived in tents, as did Isaac (Gen 6:17, 25) and Jacob (Gen 25:27; 32:25, 33-34; 33:18-19; 35:21).  This is a witness to their status as aliens.
According to Hebrews, Abraham’s status as an immigrant and alien in the land had the positive effect of indicating that Canaan was not, in the final sense, the promised inheritance.  It served to direct his attention beyond Canaan to the established the city of God as the ultimate goal of his pilgrimage.
Abraham continued to accept an unsettled mode of existence in the promised land, “living in tents,” for he was looking forward with certainty to the city “which has foundations.”  Both the nuance and the tense of the main verb, “to wait for” and “to look forward to,” are significant.  The verb is intensive in force, connoting “to expect with absolute confidence” (Spicq, Greek NT Lexicon, 2:347).  Accordingly, Abraham did not migrate to Canaan and reside there as a stranger in a foreign country, because Canaan was an intermediate station on a journey toward heaven.  He migrated to Canaan because it was “the promised land,” that is to say, the country in which Abraham was to receive the promised inheritance.  For that reason he was continuously waiting there for the revelation of the city of God, of which he was already a citizen by virtue of the divine call and promise.
 From the writer’s distinctly Christian perspective, the promise involved for Abraham a share in the transcendent eternal inheritance that has been secured for all the people of God by the death of Christ as the mediator of the new covenant (Heb 9:15).
The focus of Abraham’s expectation was on” the City which has foundations.”  This is a description without precise parallel elsewhere in the NT but is occasioned by the reference to Abraham’s “tents” in verse 9.  A tent has  no foundation, which  is  a contrast to the city.  
We must remember here that Jerusalem is the city firmly established by God (e.g., Ps 47:9; 86:1:1- 3, 5; Is 14:32 LXX; cf. Ps 122:3; Isa 33:20 LXX).  The strength of its foundations indicates that the city is firmly founded (e.g., Ps 86 871:1 LXX).  In verse 10 “the city with foundations” is the transcendent heavenly city, which is an unshakable and abiding quality (Heb 12:28; 13:14), “because its designer and creator is God.”  Thus God is the guarantee for the hope in a heavenly city.
The Birth of Isaac
Abraham’s active faith made him the father of a child in old age, even though his wife was sterile and past the normal age for child-bearing (Gen 15:1- 6; 17:15- 22; 18:9-15), and his own body had ceased to function sexually.  This in implied in Genesis 18:11-12; Rom 4:19; Heb 11:12).  But faith takes no notice of the old age because if God the Creator promised, Abraham’s physical condition is not an obstacle.  The words, “he received power,” means Abraham was rejuvenated by his faith.  The Greek phrase for this is eis katbolen spermatos, a fixed Hellenistic idiom for the inability of the male to produce  sperm (see Lucian, Love Affairs 19; Galen, On Natural Faculties 1.6; On the Use of the Parts of the Body of Man 14.7; Epictetus, courses 1.13.3; Philo, On Drunkenness 211; On the Cherubim 49).  It just means Abraham was incapable, and “even Sarah herself was sterile … and past the normal age of child bearing.” 

But “he considered the one who had made the promise faithful” is a deduction that the biblical narrative places at the center of the account on the faithfulness and the reliability of God, rather than the faith of Abraham.  God is faithful to his promises.
The verb “to promise” is used four times in Hebrews (6:13; 10:23; 11:11; 12:27), and in each case the one who promises is God.  The verb here is used, as in 6:13 and 10:23, to highlight the trustworthiness of God who does what he has said he will do.  

All These Great Heroes Died in Faith

In verses 13-16 we encounter this declaration that “all these people died, not having received the fulfillment of the promises.”  The reference to the reception of “the promises” in this view were those concerning possession of the land, the foundation of a great nation, and the blessing of the people of the earth through Abraham and his descendants (Gen 12:2-3, 7).  The tension between the reception of the promises and their realization was unresolved throughout the course of their lives. Yet these early exemplars of faith did not allow even the event of death to call into question the validity of the promises.  This point is stressed for the Christian community who are awaiting the final redemption on the Day of the Resurrection.  All these persons were firmly persuaded that God would fulfill the promises he had made to them.
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