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13 These all died in faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them and greeted them 
from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.  14 For people who speak 
thus make it clear that they are seeking a homeland.  15 If they had been thinking of that land from which they 
had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return.  16 But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a 
heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city. 

Introduction  
 The message for today from Hebrews 11.13-16 is about an unpleasant subject: death. 
However, this is a good topic to ponder and to ponder earnestly; especially, from the angle of 
Hebrews 11that gives us examples of faith to follow and encouragement to follow them. Thus, 
the positive here is that the author speaks of "dying with hope-filled faith" or more fully of 
"facing death with hope-filled faith." There are three ways that he develops this theme and the 
focus is not actually on death but on hope-filled faith: 1) OT saints died in hope-filled faith, 2) 
OT saints died having lived by hope-filled faith, and 3) OT saints died with God's blessing on 
their hope-filled faith.  
 
1A. OT saints died in hope-filled faith  
 Consider how this point emerges from the words in 11.13a: These all died in faith, not having 
received the things promised. There are three straight-forward things here. 
 1) First, they died 
 Death is unnatural and disintegrating. It is not something normal for man. Although it is 
regular and usual, the case of Enoch shows that death is inconsistent with man's walk with God 
and Enoch shows that it is overcome by faith. Death is not normal for man, but it is normal for 
man in sin, as the consequence of sin. It is inevitably, certainly, and painfully the normal 
consequence of sin. The notion that these all died includes the exception of Enoch just as all 
have sinned includes the exception of our Lord Jesus. The word all often has a meaning that is 
less than absolutely universal.  
 Of course, the exceptional is not the rule: it is God's will that His saints face death, its 
disintegration, and its indignity in which man the ruler of the earth is buried below the earth and 
becomes part of it as dust returns to dust because of the fall into sin. For the believer, death is 
entrance into an unnatural state of exposure akin to the exposure of nakedness: Paul says that 
losing the body in death is like being unclothed and waiting to be clothed again by the 
resurrection body (2 Cor. 5.1-10).  
 2) Second, they died in faith 
 Death is not a natural thing and it is a truly frightening prospect, opening as it does a door 
into the unseen darkness of the valley of shadows. Nonetheless, the text rings with affirmation: 
they all died but they died in faith. Hughes makes the important point that there is a change in the 
wording about faith for in this entire list of people who lived by faith, the text in this one place 
speaks of dying in faith. The shift from by to in indicates that these saints "faced the moment of 
death…the end of their living and acting on earth…in accordance with the principle of faith" 
(477). Despite the fact that they died, unlike Enoch who was taken without death, they triumphed 
over death by dying in faith. That is how they faced the moment of death; they went through the 
door of death in the overflow of their faith.  
 3) Third, they died in faithful anticipation 
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 This fact gives depth to their example in the face of death. They anticipated the things 
promised not having received them: These all died in faith, not having received the things promised (11.13a). 
Consider the person who aspires to have a successful business or to write a best-selling novel, 
but who approaches the end of his or her days broken in heart and soul because the great goal 
was never attained or possessed. The OT examples speak in loud contrast to such brokenness: 
these saints died in faith even though they did not attain the great goal that, notably, God put out 
in front of them. It is clear that the most important thing about faith in light of the promises of 
God is the focus on the God who promises. That had to run deep in their hearts as it did in the 
example of Sarah who judged him faithful who promised (Hebrews 11:11, By faith Sarah herself 
received power to conceive, even when she was past the age, since she considered him faithful who had promised).  
 Now we have our first main point before us: OT saints died in hope-filled, anticipation-
filled faith. They died in faith not having received the things promised; instead, those things were 
ever the objects of their hope. Their faith was hope-filled.  
 
2A. They died having lived by hope-filled faith 
 The hints are already in view: how the OT saints died is the overflow of how they lived. 
So what does mean to live by hope-filled faith of the kind that you can both live and die by?  
Even though they did not receive the promises during their life-times on earth, three words 
describe how they embraced the promises and lived by them. The three words are seeing, 
speaking, and seeking; they come from 11.13c-16a, but having seen them and greeted them [the promises] 
from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.  14 For people who speak thus 
make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. 15 If they had been thinking of that land from which they had gone out, 
they would have had opportunity to return.  16 But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. 
 1) First: seeing 
 They saw the promises of God regarding the future; that is, they saw what was promised 
as if it were there before them before their very eyes! Their grasp by faith on the promises "made 
the distant hope a present reality" (Hughes 478). They saw them from afar to be sure, but we 
should not miss the fact that though far away, they still saw the through the lens of God’s word..  
 2) Second: speaking 
 Their speech accents how these saints grasped the reality of what God promised. On one 
hand, there is what they said figuratively speaking: they greeted them [the promises] from afar. How do 
you greet a promise? You greet by saying, "hello, good to see you, welcome to my home and 
presence." You speak like that to a person. Thus, greeting the promises means that they greeted 
God; again, they counted on Him counting Him faithful. It also means that they reached out to 
embrace the promises, appropriating them into their lives. Accordingly, they lived by the 
promises and they died by the promises. Forward looking hope-filled faith was very practical: in 
life and death they embraced the promises with God who promised in their homes and at their 
side on the pathway through life to its very end at death.  
 On the other hand, we know what they said literally and it reveals the core of the hope-filled 
faith that precedes and overflows with confidence in the hour of death. Besides greeting God and 
appropriating His promises, hope-filled faith utters a significant confession. This confession says 
something about the person of faith; he or she says, "I am a stranger and an exile on the earth. So 
this world is not my home, I'm just passing through…therefore I can't feel at home in this world 
anymore. Indeed, I have a longing in my heart for Him." In other words, this world is not the 
end; it is not the goal or destination of my existence. This has the background of Abraham's 
comments when he sought a burial place for Sarah: I am a sojourner and foreigner among you; give me 
property among you for a burying place (Gen.23.4). In the face of Sarah’s death, he says: I am a sojourner. 
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 3) Third: seeking 
 People who speak in this manner, people who greet God and His promises from afar with 
an appropriating welcome, reveal what they seek from their hearts as their ultimate destination. 
They make it clear that they do not seek Canaan as the object of their hopes and aspirations. 
They were not seeking any earthly home (For people who speak thus make it clear that they are seeking a 
homeland, v.14). They were not seeking Canaan, and not Ur of the Caldeans, the place of their birth 
and upbringing. Instead, they were seeking a better country: 15 If they had been thinking of that land from 
which they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return.  16 But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, 
a heavenly one (11.15-16). 
 What they sought was the ultimate restoration of the entire creation from all the effects of 
the fall that would come through the seed of Eve who would crush the serpent's head (Gen. 
3.15). They sought heavenly glory in the coming new heavens and new earth that Isaiah and John 
spoke of: Isaiah 65.17, For behold, I create new heavens and a new earth, and the former things shall not be 
remembered or come into mind and Revelation 21.1-4, Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first 
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.  2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  3 And I heard a loud voice from 
the throne saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, 
and God himself will be with them as their God.  4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no 
more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away".  
 Seeing that vision, speaking as a pilgrim, and seeking that city is how they died, and how 
we die, having lived by hope-filled faith.   
  
3A. OT saints died with God's blessing on their hope-filled faith 
 The blessing is two-fold: God is not ashamed of them and He has a city for them. Let us 
consider each in order. 
 1) God is not ashamed of them 
 Though frail, saints are people who live and die in hope-filled faith. Therefore, because 
of their faith, God is not ashamed to be called their God: Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their 
God (11.16). Likewise, Jesus is not ashamed to identify Himself with the children of the eternal 
covenant: 11 For he who sanctifies and those who are sanctified all have one origin [all are of one union]. That is why 
he is not ashamed to call them brothers, 12 saying, "I will tell of your name to my brothers; in the midst of the 
congregation I will sing your praise" (Heb. 2.11-12). Remember, when you join in congregational 
singing, you join with Christ in the context of His love and willingness to let it be known that He 
is your God. He will do this ultimately when He declares you righteous before Him on the Day 
of Judgment, as is shown by Noah's case (Heb. 11.7). 
 2) God has a city for them 
 In a final sense, they did not seek the imperfections of Canaan, nor did they seek the 
imperfections of the land from which they came. No, they sought the perfection of the better and 
heavenly country; they sought the inheritance that does not pass away; they sought the perfection 
of eternal glory in the city of God, the city that has foundations whose builder and maker is God.  
Therefore, God is not ashamed of them. A demonstration of that lack shame, that approval and 
commendation, is the marvelous fact that God has prepared for them a city (11.16). This is not a city 
for those who rebel against His holy word; it is “for them,” for those who submit themselves to 
God to live under His authority as their loving king.  
 
Conclusion  
 The fact of death as part of the theme of this section of Scripture is inescapable. It is a 
reference point in the author's summation. After covering Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, and 
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Sarah, he pauses to catch a breath and pull some things together in a summary. He notes that all 
of these people, who died, died with faith filled with hope.  
 They had faith and hope to the moment of death, even though they did not receive the 
things God promised. Part of the reason for this hope-filled faith in the face of death is the fact 
that they died having lived by faith and hope, by hopeful-faith and faithful-hope. How they died 
reflected how they lived; believers die in hope-filled faith because that is the character of their 
living. Consequently, these OT saints died with God's blessing on their faith and hope. 
 Now we need to think through some applications. How do you think this text applies to 
you? If you receive these words with hearing ears, then there are things you will do, ways you 
will live, and duties you will take up. Let me state some of them as exhortations. 
 1) Face death squarely  
 Prepare yourself for death; prepare to die. Consider the end of your life to gain 
perspective on how you will travel from here to there. This is the good of attending funerals, to 
look death in the face and say, “that will be me soon, this life will soon be past and only what is 
done for Christ will last. And, wonderfully, all that is done for Christ will last.” Remember, how 
you live today sets in motion how you will die when your final tomorrow arrives. 
 2) Greet the Lord with His family on the way  
 A lesson here is that Jesus does not save individuals per se; He saves a city, a community 
and family of brothers and sisters. We are marching--not I am marching--to Zion beautiful, 
beautiful Zion; we are marching upward to Zion the beautiful city of God. So, welcome Him into 
your life, home, and presence by joining the family of brothers and sisters. Join in heart and in 
song to sing the joys of Zion. From Hebrews 2, you know that our Lord Jesus sings among the 
congregation; so welcome Him here and sing with Him. Join with Him in singing. Do not enter 
new temple worship with hardness of heart and without a hearty focus on the risen Lord Jesus. 
Remember, this is a sweet and awesome place because Christ is here with us within the doors. 
What a shame it is to claim His name and not embrace His city in the making; it is a double 
shame because He is not ashamed to call us brothers and sisters. 
 3) Keep the right focus on the present in relation to the future.  
 Facing death squarely, greet the promises as you walk with the Lord. He is now in glory 
and He is there preparing a place for you, as John 14 says: Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in 
God; believe also in me.  2 In my Father's house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to 
prepare a place for you?  3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that 
where I am you may be also.  4 And you know the way to where I am going."  5 Thomas said to him, "Lord, we do not 
know where you are going. How can we know the way?"  6 Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. 
No one comes to the Father except through me (1-6). 
 With hope-filled faith speak a word of submission to Christ. Pray like this: “greetings my 
Lord, welcome to the home of your humble servant.” Confess the confession that you are a 
pilgrim and sojourner on the earth. Acknowledge that your true citizenship is in heaven. Say it in 
prayer: “Lord, I live on this earth in a foreign land as a pilgrim on the way and I am looking, I 
am longing for the city that has foundations whose builder and designer is God.” 
 

May we fall down before the majesty of God who faithfully promises us good things yet out in front 
of us, both near and far. May the Holy Spirit be our teacher and give us a taste of glory now on the 
journey to the heavenly city, so that we may live and die in hope-filled faith. 

 


