
Sarah is also among the Faithful (Heb.11.11-12) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
5-24-2009 

11 By faith Sarah herself received power to conceive, even when she was past the age, since she considered 
him faithful who had promised.  12 Therefore from one man, and him as good as dead, were born descendants 
as many as the stars of heaven and as many as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.   

Introduction  
 Today, we will take up this theme: Sarah is also among the faithful. The word “also” is 
appropriate because it makes the point that this truly is a text about Sarah. That is not clear to all 
readers of the passage, so we will have to address some initial difficulties and then work our way 
to some profitable applications. Thus, the outline has three points: the reality of Sarah’s faith, the 
instrumentality of her faith, and the blessing of her faith.  
 
1A. The reality of Sarah’s faith  
 We have some work to do to defend the claim that Sarah is the subject of the sentence 
that we have in 11.11. As the wife of Abraham, who is clearly in view before and after 11.11, it 
would be appropriate to have some reference to her in this account. But there are a number of 
things that argue against the idea that Sarah is the subject of verse 11.  
 1B. Objections to Sarah as subject 
 1) A literal reading 
 If the notion of conception is taken in a literal way then the reference is to a man not a 
woman.  “Power to conceive” would literally be “power to contribute seed or sperm” (Gk. 
spermatos). On this reading, Abraham is the subject. It would take a different wording to convey 
the idea of the reception of seed by a woman.  
 But then how are we to deal with the reference to Sarah? 
 2) A proposed “variant” 
 Some commentators remove all reference to Sarah from the passage because of the literal 
reading. They do so by an unwarranted method. They simply delete the words “Sarah herself” by 
using scissors to cut her name out of the text. It is unwarranted to do this because there is no 
good external textual evidence to ground such an excision. This approach is impossible to accept. 
You cannot just solve the difficulty by appeal to a variant reading, especially when there is no 
concrete evidence for this proposal from the science of textual criticism.  
 3) A parenthetical reading 
 More plausible is the idea that “Sarah herself” is “a parenthetical extension of the 
subject,” which is Abraham. Then we should read it like this: “By faith he [Abraham]-and this 
means Sarah too-received power to beget offspring” (Hughes, 472). Closely related to a 
parenthetical reading is the following translation that keeps Abraham as the main subject: “he 
[Abraham] together with Sarah received power to beget offspring.” This sidelines Sarah! 
 2B. Support for Sarah as subject 
 1) Evidence from the church fathers 
 But it is improbable that Abraham is the subject instead of Sarah because such an 
interpretation of this verse has no historical precedent in the post-apostolic fathers, “including, 
significantly, the Greek fathers” (Hughes, 473). The power of this “historical” argument is not 
that the fathers are infallible interpreters. The important point is that this line of thought 
(Abraham as the subject of v. 11) does not even occur to them in their treatments of this text.  
 2) Evidence from the OT  
 It is most natural to take Sarah as the subject of verse 11, especially when we factor in 
some relevant things from the Genesis narrative. Beginning with Hebrews 11.11, the phrase 
translated “past the age or too old” most fittingly applies to Sarah. The phrase could apply to 
either Sarah or Abraham (NET: he was too old; KJV and ESV: she was past the age). If it applies 
to Sarah, it means that she had reached menopause. If it applies to Abraham, it means that he had 
become sterile with age. However, it is clear from the OT record that aged Abraham was not 
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impotent because after the death of Sarah, he married again and fathered more children, six in 
fact (Gen.25.1f). Furthermore, Sarah was not simply barren or childless but she was beyond the 
child bearing time of her life: Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years. The way of women had 
ceased to be with Sarah (Gen.18.11). Accordingly, Sarah is the subject of the sentence in 11.11.  
 Thus, the point here is that Sarah believed God judging that He is faithful! She is the 
subject and her faith is distinctively and commendably God-centered. There are three ways to 
approach a promise of something good. One could become enthralled with what is promised and 
focus emotionally on it without thinking about possible glitches or complications. Here you are 
just happy with the prospect of x, y, or z. Or, one could focus on the promise itself by 
concentrating on the grandeur of the phrasing and the wonder of the wording with anticipation of 
the reward. Neither of these options is all bad, but there is a third and better option, the one that 
Sarah took: to focus attention on the one who promised and on His faithfulness. Sarah’s focus 
was on God and she counted on Him as faithful, marvelously faithful. That is an exemplary faith. 
 
2A. The instrumentality of Sarah’s faith  
 Obviously, at times she wavered in her faith. In the Hagar incident, she wavered and 
sought to accomplish God’s will the wrong way. That led to deeper stress and distress. Still, 
though weak, faith moves mountains; Jesus stated that even little faith gives the victory that 
overcomes the world. 
 How then is Sarah’s faith instrumental? Instrumentality is not causative. We can compare 
the instrumentality of faith with being saved by faith. Faith does not save. We are saved by grace 
through faith. Moreover, grace does not save. We are saved by Christ in grace (graciously) 
through faith. The house with a door is a helpful illustration to cite again. Please give this some 
careful thought. Picture a house with many wonderful things in it. The house has a door by 
which you access those wonderful things. By analogy, the house, including the door, is the gift of 
God’s saving grace (salvation by faith is the gift of God in Eph. 2.8). Thus, faith is God’s gift to 
us. Some passages stress that point such as John 1.12-14. Other passages stress the instrumental 
character of faith. That is what we have in Hebrews 11: faith is a door of entry by which we 
access all the wonderful blessings that God provides for our journey. Accordingly, Sarah 
accessed the good things of God by faith. Her faith was instrumental in laying hold of God’s 
blessing. To that point of blessing we now turn.  
  
3A. The blessing of Sarah’s faith 
 The instrumentality of her faith indicates that her faith was the means through which God 
blessed her and Abraham. So let us consider her blessing, his blessing, and their blessing.  
 1) Her blessing 
 Looking again at verse 11, what needs to be questioned is not the subject of the verse but 
the translations that are similar to the ESV: “received power to conceive” and the KJV: “received 
strength to conceive seed.” Helpfully, Hughes notes that “the writer is speaking, not of the receiving 
of seed by the woman from the man nor of the transmission of seed by the man to the woman, 
but of the founding or establishing of a seed or posterity” (473). Note the words seed and 
conceive.  
 a) Seed means descendents 
 Our text is parallel with Heb.11.18, of whom it was said, "Through Isaac shall your offspring be 
named and 2.16, For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham. The word seed, 
which in the Greek is “spermatos”, is not intended literally; it refers to offspring.  
 b) Conceive is actually establish 
 The flow of thought is not specifically about conception per se. For perspective: the 
ability to conceive is implicit but it is not the specific or explicit intent of the wording of the text. 
 All the occurrences in the NT of the word translated here “conceive” convey the idea of 
founding or establishing. Two occurrences are in Hebrews besides 11.11 are 4.3, For we who have 
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believed enter that rest, as he has said, "As I swore in my wrath, 'They shall not enter my rest,'" although his works 
were finished from the foundation of the world and 9.26, then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the 
foundation of the world. Thus, Hughes uses “founding” instead of “conceiving” in his rendering of 
11.11: “by faith Sarah herself received power for the founding of a posterity, even though she 
was [sterile and] past the age of child-bearing” (473).  
 Thus, Sarah is a woman of faith. She is the subject in this verse. By faith, Sarah overcame 
the double impossibility of being sterile and being past the age of child-bearing. Her blessing, 
despite her physical incapacity, was that she became the mother of a multitude of descendents.  
 The fruit of her faith though wavering at times was the blessing of a great posterity both 
physically and spiritually. She was blessed by faith in God who promised the seed of Eve by 
which to bring restoration from all the effects of the fall. Ultimately, she was blessed by faith in 
Christ. Although seen in the shadows of anticipation, it is Jesus Christ her true and greater Son 
that blessed her and all families of the earth. Her greater son Isaac saved her through her faith.  
 2) Abraham’s blessing 
 Although wavering at times, but real and therefore instrumental, Sarah’s faith was a 
means God used to give her and Abraham a great posterity.  Instead, of losing sight of Sarah in 
light of accent on Abraham, the accent is on Sarah who by faith became a blessing to Abraham. 
This accent controls both verse 11 and 12.  
 Thus, the idea of verse 12 is “therefore, through her faith, Abraham became the father of 
this great posterity.” That he was “as good as dead” indicates the bond with Sarah (not his own lack 
of virility); it is as if the writer said: they were as good as dead because in their bond of marriage 
as a unit, they were not able to have a child; it was impossible. Accent falls on Sarah’s faith in 
this bond. The Lord blessed her faith by giving power to found a great posterity in bond with her 
husband Abraham. 
 3) Their blessing 
 From one man (in his marriage to Sarah) came a host of descendents: Therefore from one 
man, and him as good as dead, were born descendants as many as the stars of heaven and as many as the 
innumerable grains of sand by the seashore (11.12). One man became the father of innumerable 
descendents. This one man in his marriage to Sarah and despite the impossibility of childbirth 
became the father of multitudes through Sarah as many as the stars of heaven and as many as the 
innumerable grains of sand by the seashore. Trying to count them is like trying to count the stars of the 
night sky or the grains of the seashore.  
 Importantly, if we think about this innumerable multitude, we will get a glimpse of the 
gospel because their descendents are both literal and spiritual. Literally, Abraham and Sarah 
became the parents of a numberless host of physical offspring. Ultimately, they became father 
and mother of all who follow in their footsteps of faith. They have a spiritual lineage.  
 This is the deepest truth. God promised that Abraham would have offspring, that they 
would come through Sarah, and that through this offspring all families of the earth would be 
blessed. Therefore, Christ is his seed par excellence. All who are united to Christ are the seed of 
Abraham by faith (Gal. 3.7-9, 16, 29). These make up the innumerable multitude of the 
redeemed cited in the book of Revelation as a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, 
from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes 
(Rev. 7.9).   
  
Conclusion 
 Let us draw some concluding ideas from this question: is Sarah a good example of faith? 
The question comes up because of her laughter that is understandable but unbelieving. When she 
overheard the Lord tell Abraham that he and Sarah would have a son in the next year, Sarah 
could hardly restrain her laughter and when confronted with her unbelief, she denied it: The LORD 
said, "I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son." And Sarah was 
listening at the tent door behind him.  11 Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years. The way of women had 
ceased to be with Sarah.  12 So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, "After I am worn out, and my lord is old, shall I have 
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pleasure?"  13 The LORD said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh and say, 'Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am 
old?'  14 Is anything too hard for the LORD? At the appointed time I will return to you about this time next year, and 
Sarah shall have a son."  15 But Sarah denied it, saying, "I did not laugh," for she was afraid. He said, "No, but you did 
laugh" (Gen. 18.10-15). Her incredulity makes it seem inappropriate to cite her as a paragon of 
faith. We might think it would be better if she were an example of unbelief. How can the words 
of Hebrews 11.11 apply to her, namely, that she judged Him faithful who had promised? A number of 
considerations give balance to the citation of Sarah. 
 a) All of the examples of faith are sinners. This is the fundamental fact that makes every 
commendation not only complex but also gracious.   
 b) The fact of her laughter along with the subsequent fear and denial gives us only a 
snippet of her life. We know she is a sinner and this account of it should not surprise us. But 
there is much more to her life. 
 c) This sin is understandable on two counts: she has reached menopause, something final 
and additional to her life of barrenness. The change in her life cycle sealed her barrenness once 
and for all. God’s word to her in this circumstance made her afraid. Lying often flows out of 
fear; in fear Sarah tried to conceal the truth from God. Of course, this is foolish but it is 
understandable.  
 d) However, in the big picture of her life, it is clear that she traveled with her husband as 
a pilgrim in a foreign land faithfully and without complaint. In this regard, Peter tells us of the 
obedience of her faith: Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord (1 Pet. 3.6). These are pungent words in 
our day and culture. It says that she obeyed Abraham (not just that she obeyed God). That is a 
strong word of submission that is of course to be immediately balanced by righteousness on the 
part of Abraham. If obey is distasteful and deleted from wedding vows (in spirit as well as in 
wording), the other phrase, calling him lord, must be extremely distasteful, even to the point of 
gagging the modern reader. But what is the spirit of these things? To call your husband lord is 
not servile; it is respectful. It indicates respect. The exact wording is not necessary. The point is 
in the language of respect. For example, did you know that my wife calls me lord? Have you 
ever heard her do that? I am sure you have. She does so when she refers to me as her pastor. She 
will do this in prayer and thank God for her pastor and spiritual leader. This is extremely 
respectful and it is very encouraging. 
 Whatever else we may say about this text, one thing is clear: Sarah joined with her 
husband in his walk with God. As Hughes puts it, Sarah “proved herself to be a woman of faith 
by her willingness to identify herself completely with Abraham’s great venture of faith, from the 
time of the departure from Ur and throughout the long years of danger and hardship in the land 
of promise” (475). Like Abraham, she had to face the life-long testing of the Lord that taught the 
great lesson of earthly detachment. She too had title to the land on which she walked without 
ownership of a single square foot. As my wife put it, Sarah had no walls on which to hang any 
pictures. What a marvelous picture of a faithful wife who joins ranks with a faithful husband! 
 Sarah is example of faith for wives, for all women, and by extension for all Christians. 
Therefore, 1) take encouragement from her example and access the blessings of God by faith.   
2) Follow her in obedient faith. 3) But especially, follow her in her focus on the one who 
promised. This is the great way to receive the promises by counting on God, by counting Him 
faithful. 4) So, pray in this way, “Lord God of heaven and earth, you are my reward, my 
exceedingly great reward; you are faithful.  
 

Let us bow down before the one who is faithful to give Him praise, honor and glory in our words, our 
singing, and our living; may the Spirit teach us to hold fast to our confession without wavering 
because He who promised is faithful, amen.  


