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Lesson 4 Hebrews 10-11 Commentary  

10:2. Otherwise would they not have ceased. This implies the startling 
conclusion that the new covenant people of God, those who in fact have been 
cleansed by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ, no longer have a 
consciousness of sins. The Greek word for “consciousness” (syneidēsis) is the 
same word usually translated “conscience” (9:9, 14; 10:22; 13:18). It refers to 
both the inner awareness of sin and the objective guilt that keeps us from 
drawing near to the holy God. To be truly effective, a sacrifice has to provide 
not just ritual purity but a true cleansing of conscience in both these senses. 
The implication is that Christ’s sacrifice has done so in a way that is 
“permanently effective and therefore not necessary to be repeated.” Jesus’ 
words to Peter in John 13:10 express the same truth in a different way: 
“Whoever has bathed has no need except to have his feet washed, for he is 
clean all over.” 

10:3. But in those sacrifices there is only a yearly reminder/remembrance 
of sins. The annual repetition of the Day of Atonement with its blood rituals, 
confession of sins over the scapegoat (Lev 16), and fasting (Lev 23:26–32) 
only showed its ineffectiveness. It reminded the people of their sins without 
being able to remove those sins.    

In using the word reminder/remembrance (anamnēsis), the author may also be 
making an implicit comparison with Jesus’ words at the Last Supper: “Do this 
in remembrance of me” (1 Cor 11:24–25; see Luke 22:19). The former 
sacrifices brought a remembrance of sin, but Jesus’ sacrifice is a remembrance 
of the mercy of God that cleanses us from sin. “The gospel transforms 
anamnēsis from a remembrance of guilt to a remembrance of grace!”1 

 
1 Healy, M. (2016). Hebrews (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; pp. 194–195). Baker 
Academic: A Division of Baker Publishing Group. 
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And yet, is it not the case that the priests of the New Testament renew Jesus’ 
sacrifice in the Mass every day? St John Chrysostom answers: “Yes, that is 
true, but not because we regard the original sacrifice, Christ’s sacrifice, as 
ineffective or impotent. What we do is a commemoration of Christ’s offering, 
for at the Supper he said, ‘Do this in memory of me.’ Therefore, we do not 
offer, as the high priest of the Law did, a new, additional, victim: it is not one 
sacrifice more, but always the same one” (Homily on Heb, 17).2 

10:5-10. He abolishes the first to establish the second. This section provides 
the positive side of the contrast that was set up in verses 1–4, explaining why 
Christ’s sacrifice is able to take away sins. It shows why Christ’s death is 
effective, fulfilling the new covenant promise of Jeremiah 31. (See Handout 
– Sacrifice – What God Really Wants) (Ibid. Healy p. 196)  

10:19–21. Since we have confidence. The Christian should put his trust in the 
efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice, and through faith, hope and charity associate 
himself with Christ’s priesthood. He should do this for three reasons—the 
redemptive value of the blood of Jesus, the access to glory signified by his 
entry into the sanctuary of heaven, and Christ’s enthronement at the right hand 
of the Father. (Ibid. Scepter. P 108) 

10:22-25. Let us draw near. Verses 22–25 present a threefold summons to 
respond to what God has done for us. First, “let us approach God”. This was 
already said in 4:16, but now that Hebrews has fully explained Christ’s 
priesthood and atoning sacrifice, we have all the more reason to approach 
confidently.  

Second, “Let us hold unwaveringly to our confession that gives us hope” 
(literally, “the confession of our hope”). As in 4:14, Hebrews reminds us that 
Christianity is not just a matter of believing in the heart, but of confessing 

 
2 The Letter to the Hebrews (p. 105). (2005). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 
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with the lips—that is, publicly bearing witness to Christ (see Matt 10:32–33; 
Rom 10:9–10).  

Third, “consider how to stir up/rouse one another to love and good 
works.” Faith and hope give birth to love, and love is expressed concretely in 
good works (see Gal 5:13–14; 6:10; Titus 3:8). As the whole New Testament 
insists, the Christian life is inescapably communal. There is no such thing as a 
private Christian. Every member is responsible for supporting, building up, 
encouraging, consoling, and calling others to holiness (see Rom 15:1–2; Gal 
6:1–2; 1 Thess 5:11). Nor is it enough to do good works for others; love also 
includes stirring up others, by word and example, to do good works 
themselves. (Ibid. Healy pp. 211-213)   

11:1. Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 
things not seen. This apparently simple statement has been a perennial 
challenge to translators (See Handout - Faith). But it is closely related to the 
exhortation made so often in Hebrews to “hold fast” our confidence and hope 
in Christ (3:6, 14; 6:18; 10:23, 35). Faith holds on to both future realities 
(“what is hoped for,” the full consummation of God’s promises in the 
heavenly kingdom) and present invisible realities (“things not seen,” such as 
Christ reigning in majesty at the Father’s right hand). Those who live by faith 
are so convinced of God’s truthfulness that they stake their whole lives on his 
promises, showing that these promises are real. Thus, in a sense, faith makes 
future realities present and unseen realities visible. 

11.3 By faith we understand. For Hebrews, as for the whole Bible, faith is a 
way of knowing. Faith is not against reason but beyond reason: it perceives 
that which cannot be perceived with the senses or deduced by logic, but which 
God has revealed. Faith is a reliable way of knowing because it is founded on 
the truthfulness of God himself. Understood rightly, it does not deny but 
rather complements and elevates the knowledge that we gain from human 
reason and science. (See Handout – The Unity of Faith and Reason) 
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Hebrews also shows us how faith—or, more precisely, acting on faith—gives 
“evidence” of what is unseen. Those who live by faith give persuasive 
evidence to others that invisible things—such as Jesus reigning in glory (2:9), 
angels in joyful assembly on Mount Zion (12:22), and an unshakable kingdom 
(12:28)—are truly real. Faith is a title deed to the glorious inheritance 
promised us by God. If we live by faith, that inheritance is not merely a 
document filed away in an attorney’s office; it is a reality that we can 
experience and a vast kingdom that we can explore. (Ibid. Healy pp. 230-231) 

11:5. By faith Enoch. Although Genesis simply states that Enoch was found 
no more because God had taken him, Hebrews, in accord with Jewish 
tradition, interprets “taken” (the Greek literally means “transferred”) as his 
being transferred from this world to God’s heavenly realm without 
experiencing death. Sirach says, “No one like Enoch has been created on the 
earth; / for he was taken up from the earth” (Sir 49:14 RSV; see also Sir 
44:16; Wis 4:10–11). The Letter of Jude envisions Enoch as preaching 
judgment (Jude 14–15). Enoch and Elijah are the only two Old Testament 
figures who are said to be taken up without dying. As Abel foreshadowed 
Christ’s death and resurrection, Enoch can thus be seen as mysteriously 
prefiguring Christ’s ascension. (See Handout – Enoch) 

11:7. Noah, being warned.  The third example of faith is Noah, who was 
warned about what was not yet seen and so exemplifies the statement in 
verse 1 that faith is “conviction of things not seen.” In his case, the thing not 
seen was the coming judgment by flood announced by God (Gen 6:12–22). 
Noah demonstrates that, as often emphasized in Hebrews, faith is inseparable 
from obedience.  

11:8. By faith Abraham obeyed.  Hebrews highlights Abraham’s faith in 
four key stages of his life (vv. 8, 9, 11, 17). First, by faith Abraham obeyed 
when he was called to go out to a place that he was to receive as an 
inheritance. Genesis 12:1–4 narrates the call of Abraham, emphasizing that it 
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was a sovereign initiative of God. Out of all the peoples of the earth God 
chose this one man, not because of any prior merit on his part (Josh 24:2 
describes Abraham as coming from a pagan background), but because of 
God’s plan to bless the whole world through him. Abraham’s response is a 
model of obedient faith: he went out, not knowing where he was to go. That 
God did not initially tell him where to go meant that Abraham could not be 
self-sufficient; he would have to walk in constant dependence on God. Just as 
in the call of Jesus’ disciples, faith manifests itself in action.  

11:9. He sojourned in the land.  Abraham’s second act of faith was that he 
sojourned (lived temporarily) in the promised land as in a foreign country. 
God led him to Canaan, but despite the fact that this was the land God 
promised to him, Abraham never had a permanent dwelling there. He 
remained a sojourner or resident alien, roaming from place to place and 
dwelling in tents with his son Isaac and grandson Jacob, heirs of the same 
promise. The Greek word for “sojourner” (paroikos; see 1 Pet 2:11) is the root 
of the English words “parish” and “parochial,” since members of the Church 
are sojourners on earth, looking forward to a heavenly homeland (Phil 3:20; 
Heb 10:34). 

11:11-12. Received power to conceive. While specifically mentioning Sarah, 
the third act of faith applies to both Abraham and Sarah. The phrase can also 
be interpreted to mean that by faith Sarah received the power to “establish 
offspring.” Sarah stands at the head of a long line of biblical women who 
suffered the stigma of infertility, including Rebekah, Rachel, Hannah, and 
Elizabeth. Yet in each case God intervened miraculously, enabling the birth of 
a child who turned out to play a pivotal role in the plan of salvation. 

11:17-18. When put to the test. Verses 17–19 return to the story of Abraham, 
recounting his fourth and greatest act of faith (see vv. 8, 9, 11): his 
willingness to sacrifice his son. By using the verb “put to the test,” Hebrews 
links Abraham with Jesus, who “himself was tested through what he suffered” 
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and so “is able to help those who are being tested” (2:18). Genesis 22 recounts 
this supreme test, in which Abraham’s faith was strained to the uttermost. 
(Ibid. Healy pp. 227-242) 

11:19: He considered/reasoned that God was able to raise men. Although 
Genesis does not say this directly, Hebrews may see rising from death as 
implied in Abraham’s words to his servants, “The boy and I … will worship 
and then come back to you” (Gen 22:5). Having experienced God’s 
faithfulness in the birth of Isaac, Abraham stretched his faith yet further, 
trusting that God somehow had a solution to this terrible ordeal. And in the 
very act of sacrifice, when Abraham had totally given up his son, God 
intervened and gave back to him that which he had surrendered. So he 
received Isaac back as a symbol. Isaac’s restoration to his father is a figure 
pointing to Christ, the only-begotten Son who was sacrificed not only in 
intention but in reality, and who was restored in his resurrection from the 
dead. 

11:22. Joseph made mention of the exodus. When Joseph was on the point 
of dying he remembered the ancient promise made by God to Abraham (cf. 
Gen 15:13f), according to which, after a period of slavery and oppression in a 
foreign country, the children of Israel would return to the promised land. 
Although Joseph enjoyed a privileged position in Egyptian society, he still 
firmly believed in God’s promise to his forefathers to give them the land of 
Canaan, and he wanted his body to lie there: “I am about to die; but God will 
visit you, and bring you up out of this land to the land which he swore to 
Abraham to Isaac, and to Jacob.  God will visit you, and you shall carry up my 
bones from here” (Gen 50:24–25; cf. Ex 13:19; Josh 24:32). (Ibid. Scepter p. 
124) 

11:23–24. Was hid three months by his parents. Here the author brings out 
how faith conquers fear. Concerning the decision to hide not kill the baby 
Moses, the book of Exodus (cf. Ex 2:2) tells us of his mother’s tender care, 
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but Hebrew tradition speaks also of his father’s decision to disobey the edict. 
The adult Moses himself chooses to side with his people instead of to commit 
sin (11:25–26; Ex 2:11–14); and when he leads them in the celebration of the 
Passover (11:28; Ex 12:21–28). 

11:25. Enjoy the fleeting pleasures: The luxuries of life open to Moses in the 
royal palace of Pharaoh. 

11:26. Suffered for the Christ: Moses preferred to suffer with his people 
rather than cling to his possessions as an Egyptian prince. For the author, 
solidarity with the Hebrews is solidarity with the Hebrew Messiah destined to 
come from them. This speaks directly to the original readers, who also 
suffered affliction and sustained losses of their property (10:32–34).3 

11:33–35a. Through faith (they) conquered kingdoms: a reference to those 
who conquer the promised land: Barak, who overcame the Canaanites (cf. 
Judges 11), Gideon, who conquered the Midianites (cf. Judges 7), Jephthah, 
who conquered the Amonnites (cf. Judges 11), Samson, who defeated the 
Philistines (cf. Judges 14), and David, who succeeded in subduing all the 
enemies of Israel (cf. 2 Sam 5:17–25; 8:1f; 10). 

Enforced justice: a reference to the authority exercised by the Judges on a 
tribal basis, and by Samuel and the kings over the whole of Israel (cf. 1 Sam 
12:3; 2 Sam 8:15); it can also be understood as meaning those who practiced 
righteousness in God’s name and made it effective, the prophets being the 
outstanding examples. 

Received promises: the righteous of the Old Testament received an earnest of 
the messianic promises in the form of the fulfilment of certain prophecies 
made by God. Barak defeated Sisera as God had promised (cf. Judges 4:14f); 

 
3 The Ignatius Catholic Study Bible: The New Testament (p. 433). (2010). Ignatius Press. 
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Gideon overcame the Midianites (cf. Judges6:14; 7:7); David brought peace to 
the whole land, as Nathan had predicted (cf. 2 Sam 7:11); etc. 

Stopped the mouths of lions: a reference to feats performed by Samson (cf. 
Jud 14:6), David (cf. 1 Sam 17:34–35), and Benaiah (cf. 2 Sam 23:20); it 
especially recalls the episode of Daniel in the lion’s den: when thrown there 
by the king on account of his faith, he told him, “My God sent his angel and 
shut the lions’ mouths, and they have not hurt me” (Dan 6:22). 

Sacred history also includes people who “quenched raging fire” (like the 
three young men in the fiery furnace in Babylon: cf. Dan 3:21–94); or who 
“escaped the edge of the sword” (as Moses did, in his flight from Pharaoh’s 
wrath: cf. Ex 18:4); or like David, who “won strength out of weakness” in his 
victories over Goliath and Saul (cf. 1 Sam 17:34ff; 18:11; 19:11). Thanks to 
his faith Elijah found protection from Jezebel’s persecution (cf. 1 Kings 
19:1f); and the Jewish people were able to escape extermination during King 
Ahasuerus’ reign thanks to the prayer and intercession of Esther and Mordecai 
(cf. Esther 3:6ff). 

Through faith King Hezekiah was miraculously cured of mortal illness (cf. Is 
38) and Samson received his strength after becoming weak and blind (Judges 
15:19; 16:28–30). Faith enabled the Hebrews, under the judges, to take on and 
defeat the pagan peoples of Palestine; it led Judith to behead Holofernes and 
bring about the destruction of his army; and it enabled the Maccabees to repel 
the foreign armies of Antiochus (cf. 1 Mac 1:38). 

11:35. Women received their Dead by resurrection. Then there is the 
example of the widow of Zarephath, who sheltered Elijah and had her son 
restored when the prophet cured him (cf. 1 Kings 17:17f). And Elisha brought 
back to life the son of the Shunammite widow (cf. 2 Kings 4:33f). 
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All these examples show the effectiveness of faith, when it involves a 
person’s whole life and lifestyle, influencing both everyday events and great 
exploits. 

11:35b–36. Some were tortured. Faith not only enables people to perform 
exploits and miracles: it also enables them to persevere in doing good and to 
bear all kinds of moral and physical pain, even torture and the most cruel 
forms of death. And so the text refers to various sorts of suffering inflicted on 
the prophets and many other just members of the people of Israel. 

11:37–38. They were stoned. Some righteous men were stoned for their 
faith—Zechariah, for example, who was killed by order of King Joash (cf. 2 
Chronicles 24:20–21); Naboth, condemned to death through the lies spread by 
Jezebel (cf. 1 Kings 21:13); and the prophet Jeremiah also, according to an 
ancient tradition. Others were sawn in two—Isaiah, for example, whom 
another Jewish tradition says was martyred by King Manasseh. 

Elijah, in flight from persecution, went around dressed in skins (cf. 1 Kings 
19:3ff); similarly Mattathias and his sons during the war against the Seleucid 
kings, were forced to hide in the mountains and had only goatskins to wear 
(cf. 1 Mac 2:28). 

In our own time there are also people who profess their faith in God by 
undergoing comparable persecution (See Handout – Heroes for Our Time) 
But often times hatred of Christ and his followers takes more subtle forms.  

11:39–40. And all these. The concluding statement echoes what was said in 
verse 2, forming a frame around the whole chapter: these saints of old were 
approved (martyreō) because of their faith. Yet, in another paradox, all 
these did not receive what had been promised; literally, “they did not 
receive the promise,” the full realization of God’s plan through the once-for-
all sacrifice of Jesus the high priest. This does not mean that the people of the 
old covenant are excluded from the promise; rather, God had foreseen 
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something better for us, so that without us they should not be made 
perfect. God did not deny their reward to the righteous of the Old Testament, 
but he postponed it until heaven’s gates were opened by the death and 
resurrection of our Lord. They too now enjoy eternal life and they will attain 
their final perfecting when their bodies rise in glory on the last day. (Ibid. 
Scepter p. 129) 

In God’s mysterious plan those who belonged to the time of “shadow” (10:1) 
and we who belong to the time of fulfillment will be “made perfect” together 
by the one sacrifice of Christ (10:14). What they had in anticipation, we now 
have in reality. Yet Christians too walk by faith, since we too still await the 
full consummation of the promise (10:36). (Ibid. Healy p. 255) 


