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1 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.   

Introduction 
 Let us begin with a review of 11.1 before we move to 11.2 this morning.  
 Now faith is the substance of things hoped for. We have to think objectively about this opening 
verse that sets the stage for the entire chapter. The question that immediately surfaces is this: 
how can faith be one in substance or essence with God’s promises regarding the future? What 
does this mean? It means that faith is a promise; it is something hoped for, expected, and 
anticipated. This leads to two important implications. 
 1) Faith is God’s gift 
 Since faith is one in essence with what is promised, it must itself be a promise. As we 
look back (as directed by 10.32-35), and look ahead, we are to recognize that our faith is the gift 
of God’s promise, and He is faithful.  
 2) Faith is the means of access into all of God’s gifts 
 There is another sense in which faith is one in essence with the things hoped for. It is one 
with all of the things that God promises as the means by which we receive them. This is teaching 
similar to Paul’s word about faith as the gift of God: 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God (Eph. 2.8). In the discussion of this text, it has become 
clear that the gift of God (v. 8c) refers to being saved through faith (v. 8.a). So, faith is both the gift of 
God giving us salvation, and it is the door to all the blessings of the salvation God gives. 
Similarly, the writer to the Hebrews gives the huge encouragement that faith is both God’s gift 
and it is the doorway of access into the holy of holies to receive help for all our needs. 
 Faith in relation to things invisible leads to a third implication. 
 3) Faith is a guarantee of God’s gifts 
 The writer tells us that faith is…the evidence of things not seen (11.1b, KJV). As part of what is 
promised, the faith we now possess is the beginning of the realization of the promises (as part of 
them and one of them, 11.1a). Therefore, it is also a guarantee of the certainty of what is yet to 
come. Having one of the promises now guarantees the realization of the rest of the promises. 
Faith is proof.  Our faith is proof from our Lord that God not only exists (though He is unseen) 
but also that He exists with immutable faithfulness to His promises.  
 This teaching about faith (Heb. 11.1) is the first encouragement in the “tenfold” 
encouragement that we have in this entire chapter (Heb.11). We have another encouragement in 
11.2, our text for today. This time the encouragement is not based on what faith is but on what 
faith receives. That is, it is encouraging to know that OT saints received God’s approval by faith. 
To get a handle on this encouragement, it will be helpful to discuss two questions: a) how can we 
make sense of the commendation of sinners? And b) how can commendation make sense in light 
of the gift of faith? These are distinct questions. We will cover the first one today: making sense 
of the commendation of sinners. We have two points, the problem in this commendation, and the 
solution to this commendation.  
 
1A. The problem in this commendation 
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 This is actually a very powerful statement (in 11.2), one that should cause us some 
wonder: For by it the people of old received their commendation. “It” of course refers to faith, and the 
commendation is God’s word of approval; it is something positive that God stated. The 
remarkable point here is that God gave this commendation to the people of old. In other words, God, 
the righteous, all knowing, triune God, commends (says positive things about) people, 
particularly, people of the OT.  
 This might come as a surprise to us because the history of the OT contains a record on the 
whole like we have in the book of Judges. In Judges, we have cycles of sin, judgment, 
repentance, and deliverance. Once delivered, the cycle resumes with more sin, more judgment, 
renewed repentance and God’s gracious deliverance. We might understandably wonder if there is 
any place for commendation regarding the people of old. In chapter 4, the writer of Hebrews called 
our attention to the people of the wilderness wanderings, to their hardness of heart. The apostle 
Paul states the awful truth when he quotes what the Lord said and Isaiah reported: All day long I 
have held out my hands to a disobedient and contrary people (Rom. 10.21). Whether they were in the 
wilderness or in the land of promise, the people of old showed themselves to be a disobedient and 
contrary people.  
 Of course, someone might express the fact that in times of repentance there is victory on 
the part of individuals who have great faith. There are particular people that we think about as 
the faithful of the OT. Just think of Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and David to mention only a 
few.  
 However, the lives of these saints are less than stellar. Granted, Joseph has the best record 
with very little that is negative in his report. Still, you do not have to look very far to read about 
the drunkenness of Noah, the lying of Abraham, the disobedience of Moses, and the adultery of 
David. That only skims the surface of the negative side of things because our author repeats the 
fact of commendation in 11.39 with the inclusion of some questionable characters to say the 
least. Note that he says that all these [were] commended through their faith (v. 39). If we follow his 
reference to “all these,” we find some unlikely choices such as Rahab (v. 31), Samson (v. 32), 
and Jephthah.  
 We know that Rahab was a prostitute, and strikingly, the catalogue before us mentions 
that fact bluntly (11.31, By faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those who were disobedient, because 
she had given a friendly welcome to the spies). These are interesting words in tandem: By faith Rahab the 
prostitute. We also know that she lied to protect the spies; her lying causes difficulties in the study 
of biblical ethics. More difficult is the life of Samson that has the highlight of another name, 
Delilah; his association with this female betrayer betrays and portrays Samson’s life of lust. If 
Rahab and Samson seem out of place in the “hall of faith,” Jephthah seems even more out of 
place. This man is known for a foolish vow by which he condemned his daughter to death. We 
will cover the lives of these people in more detail in the future. For now the point to consider is 
that the OT record of the people of God both corporately and individually presents a numbing 
realism. It uncovers all pretence and presents us with a clear picture of sin and sinners. It makes 
us acutely aware of the fact that the hall of fame, the hall of faith, the hall of OT heroes and 
heroines lists one commendation after another of one sinner after another.  
 So, we must inquire as to how to make sense of this commendation in Hebrews eleven 
with it roots planted firmly in the realistic record of the OT. That summarizes the problem in this 
question: how can we make sense of the commendation of sinners? 
 
2A. The solution to this commendation 
 The solution comes into view by looking on the surface, into the object, and at a contrast. 
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 1) On the surface  
 To answer by saying, “Well, it is by faith” only intensifies our wonder because on the 
surface it is difficult to see the relationship of faith to commendation when we are speaking of 
sinners such as these.  
 2) Into the object 
 The answer is in the object of faith; that is, we have to understand faith in relation to the 
purpose of God in the atoning work of Christ for sins past. To set the stage, consider how it is 
that we are not saved by faith, that is, not exactly and precisely. Of course, we know that 
Scripture says: we have been justified by faith (Rom. 5.1). But think for a minute about being saved by 
faith and probably the most familiar verse that tells us about it, Ephesians 2.8. As I read it, take 
note of the fact that this famous text helps us understand that, technically, we are not saved by 
faith: by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God. We are not 
saved by faith; instead, we are saved by grace through faith. We can go even deeper because, 
technically speaking we are not saved by grace but by Christ, particularly, by His atoning work 
on the cross. In other words, Jesus graciously saves us by the cross through faith. By means of 
the grace gift of faith, we take hold of Christ and His saving work. The key to faith is in its 
object.  
 The object of faith in general is clearly the promises of God because this passage tells us 
that the OT saints all died not having attained the promises (Heb. 11.13, 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; 11.39, And all these, though commended through their faith, did not 
receive what was promised). Included in the promises are the anticipations of the coming great high 
priest after the order of Melchizedek. In the end, OT saints were saved through faith through the 
atoning work of Christ. In the OT, the people knew that their sins had not been dealt with by the 
sacrifice of bulls, lambs, and goats. The conscience was not satisfied; it could not be until the 
anticipatory sacrifices found their realization in the redemptive work of Christ. Accordingly, 
Hebrews 9.9-14 teaches that the old sacrifices could not do what Christ’s sacrifice did, namely, 
purify the conscience (v.14). He purifies the conscience because He secured an eternal 
redemption for the children of the eternal covenant (v.12; 2.10-15). He actually dealt with our 
sins and on the cross made our salvation certain.  
 3) At a contrast 
 The commendation of God stands in marked contrast to what the world commends. The 
world gives praise, honor, and esteem to people of fame, fortune, and power. God does not look 
on outward and temporary things; He looks at the heart. He commends those who trust Him and 
entrust themselves to Him against all odds and outward appearances. It pleases God when we do 
not put our trust in other people, in possessions, in money, or in human fame, fortune, and 
power. It pleases God when we acknowledge our spiritual poverty, mourn our sins, and trust in 
Christ as our prophet, priest, and king.  
   
Conclusion 
 To round out these reflections today, let us compare the commendation of the saints of 
the new with the commendation of the people of old.  
 1) Peter 
 We have to be glad to have Peter on the record because we can all identify with him. 
Peter is every Christian. He is up and down. In one breath, “I will die for you” and another “I 
know not the man.” Like the OT, we have commendations in the NT…of sinners. Consider the 
language of commendation beginning with words from God calling people great.  
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 2) John the Baptist 
 What was John’s greatness that made him greater than all persons born? It was definitely 
not fame and fortune or having access to the benefits of palace life. No one went out into the 
wilderness to see someone rich and famous. Listen to the commendation of John by our Lord: 
Jesus began to speak to the crowds concerning John: "What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken 
by the wind?  8 What then did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Behold, those who wear soft clothing 
are in kings' houses.  9 What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.  10 This is 
he of whom it is written, "' Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.'  11 
Truly, I say to you, among those born of women there has arisen no one greater than John the Baptist (Mat. 11.7-
11). His greatness reflected in the commendation of Jesus has to do with His service: 26 John 
answered them, "I baptize with water, but among you stands one you do not know,  27 even he who comes after me, the 
strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie."  28 These things took place in Bethany across the Jordan, where John 
was baptizing.  29 The next day he saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sin of the world!  30 This is he of whom I said, 'After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before 
me.'  31 I myself did not know him, but for this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel" 
(Jn. 1.26-31). John accepted his place and role in the history of the dawn of the new day. He is 
great in humble service in a specially appointed role of forerunner that he [Jesus] might be revealed to 
Israel. Jesus commends him because he fulfilled his calling by elevating Christ at his own 
expense: He must increase, but I must decrease (Jn. 3.30). 
 3) Those that keep the Law and teach it  
 Consider who the Lord commends as great: whoever relaxes one of the least of these 
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does 
them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven (Mat. 5.19). He calls them great (those 
who do and teach the least of God’s commandments)!  
 We are back to the importance of how our minds are set, to the matter of mindset (cf. v. 
17, do not think that way…but think this way…). How we think, believe, and therefore teach 
others about the commandments of God determines whether we have greatness in God’s 
kingdom. This is not the way the world approaches greatness, but it is what God commends.   
 This should strike us with a particular challenge, which is to attend to the details of 
godliness and holiness. Little things do mean a lot. Righteousness is everyday stuff! In the details 
of his life, the Christian finds God’s commendation by applying the details of the Law to the 
details his life.  
 The people cited in Hebrews 11, like all of us, are sinful people without question.  
 We are and continue to be sinners as we take each step of our travels on this earth. This is 
a fact. Christians may not only disobey God’s laws in various ways and details, they may have 
settled beliefs that ground their actions. They think they are correct and they teach these beliefs 
to others. Therefore, in view here is not simply overt and obvious unbelief and sin but subtle 
thinking and rationalization with all sincerity. We are prone to these things; prone to wander. 
 Therefore, is it not encouraging to think, contemplate, and know that God patiently and 
faithfully teaches us how to receive His approval and commendation? He takes us down the path 
of learning how to receive His “well done.” Is it not amazing, truly amazing grace that leads us 
in this way to strengthen our faith and grant us His commendation even though we are sinners of 
the same stripe and kind as the saints of old?  

 
Let us fall down before the majesty of our God in wonder at the grace that grants us not only 
salvation but also commendation, His encouraging and comforting word of approval.  


