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Date:  January 27, 2013 
Title:  “They Desire a Better Country” 
Text:  Hebrews 11:8-22 
Theme: We live as strangers and exiles in a foreign land looking for a better country.  
 
Introduction:  
I think there is a real challenge in our text to have a faith in Christ that looks at this life for 
what it is, shadow.  When we place our confidence and trust in Jesus, we become strangers 
and exiles in a foreign land.  As Christians, heaven is our country. 
 

Chapter 11 has often been called “The Hall of Faith”—and with good reason. For in this chapter 
the author(s) show(s) how God’s people in the past had endured hardship, pain, and death—
and yet their faith kept them going. There is a subtle polemic in this chapter against the inability 
of the Law to help in this task: no one of the OT saints is commended for his faithfulness to the Law. 
That this is part of the author’s purpose can be seen by the fact that, as he marches through 
chronologically, the bulk of his illustrations are about pre-Law individuals (prepatriarchs in 
11:4-7; Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in 11:8-22). In fact, when he discusses Moses (11:23-29), his 
faith is seen up until the time of the Passover (11:28) and the crossing of the Red Sea (11:29), 
though nothing is said about him after the giving of the Law. In the space of two verses (11:30-
31) the author(s) then addresses the faith of the Israelites when Jericho fell (11:30), and Rahab’s 
faith which helped the event to take place (11:31). Thus, even though the period of the Law is 
dealt with, the author produces no example of anyone demonstrating faith in relation to the 
Law.1 

 
So far in our initial study we noted the following. 

• First, the issue isn’t faith, but the object of faith. 

• Second, the object of faith is in the promise of God [i.e. Seed promise] and obedience to 
the picture of God [i.e. blood sacrifice]. 

• Third, faith in Jesus [i.e. Seed promise] pleases God. 

• Fourth, it is notable in so far the names sighted are not related to the Law.  The 
individuals are not tied to Law adherence. 

• Fifth, in the absence of faith in Jesus there is no hope or happy outcome. 

• Sixth, the reward for having faith in Jesus is an acceptable access and standing before 
the Father. 

• Seventh, nothing we do can undo what God has done.  There is no impediment 
between us and God.  The way before Him is uncluttered and without personal means.  
Jesus is the only answer.  He is the abracadabra.  He is the open says me.   He is the 
"Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious."2   

 
The intent of this chapter of Hebrews is to encourage those who suffer to persevere and not go 
back to the first covenant.  The focus is not on subjective faith, but on objective faith.  It is not 
the act of believing since everyone is designed to have faith, to believe.  It is in the object of 
faith that is noted.  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph were not special because they believed.  
They are notable because they believed in the Seed Promise and were received because they 
brought the blood sacrifice.   
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History is marked by people of great faith who took great risks and accomplished much from 
a human perspective.  From religious figures to apologetic atheists we can note people of great 
faith, but in the end it isn’t whether one has or has not faith. For everyone has faith.  The issue 
will always be in what or in whom does one have faith.  This chapter shows us people who 
had faith in the Seed Promise and in the Blood Picture. 
 
The Storyline: 

People of faith recognize that they are not fully at home in this world. They live like strangers or 
aliens, because in faith they hope for a better, heavenly life.  These are some of the most 
poignant verses in Hebrews. Abraham and Sarah had received the promises of land and 
countless descendants but died before these promises were fully realized. They had come to the 
land of Canaan but lived there as resident aliens; they hoped for many descendants but together 
had only one child, Isaac. The disappointments of life on earth did not seem to match the 
grandeur of God's promises. When Sarah died, Abraham had to obtain a place for her burial, 
since he did not actually own land. When requesting a burial site, he confessed that he was a 
stranger or foreigner in the land of Canaan (Genesis 23:4). Hebrews says that these words sum 
up much of Sarah and Abraham's lives: they were not fully at home on earth. This is also true 
for other believers. They live on earth while recognizing that they never fully belong and have 
never completely arrived at their destination. Nevertheless, the hope that they have for the 
future gives them encouragement to live life in the present, knowing that God is still at work, 
bringing God's saving purposes to their final realization.3 

 
The way we live as followers of Jesus Christ is markedly different than those who do not know 
Him.  We are strangers and exiles in a foreign land that look to a better country, a heavenly 
one. 
 
Outline: 
 

I. The Exhortation for Faith (10:35-39 [We are of those who have faith to the preserving 
of the soul]).   

 
II. The Definition of Faith (vv. 1-3) 

 
III. The Illustrations of Faith - people who have gained approval (cf. v. 2) 

 
10:34 a better possession and a lasting one. . .  35 a great reward. . . 36 For you have need of 
endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was 
promised. . . 38 BUT MY RIGHTEOUS ONE SHALL LIVE BY FAITH; AND IF HE 
SHRINKS BACK, MY SOUL HAS NO PLEASURE IN HIM. . . 39 But we are not of those 
who shrink back to destruction, but of those who have faith to the preserving of the 
soul. 

 
What follows are illustrations of those who did not shrink back to destruction, but rather had 
faith to the keeping of their souls even though they did not receive the fulfillment of the 
promise.  They believed in the better possession and the lasting one.  They believed their 
suffering would not compare to the glory that was to follow.  They believed in the greater 
reward. 
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The author pretty much covers the entire OT narrative.  Everything up to their experience is 
marked by faith in the promise of God and obedience to the picture of God. 
 
 

A. Pre-Patriarchal ([Abel, Enoch, Noah] Heb. 11:4-7 [Gen. 1-11])  
 

B. The Patriarchs (Heb. 11:8-22 [Gen. 12-50]) 
 

1. Abraham 
 

a. His calling (v. 8) 
 

8 By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was 
to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going. 

 
Verse 8 reminds us of Genesis 12 where Abraham receives the call of God and in obedience 
leaves Ur and heads toward the land of Canaan.  When Abraham left everything he knew for a 
life of the unknown he believed promises given to him by God.  We add so much color to this 
picture and forget the tremendous amount of fuzziness.  His walk was not one of sight, but of 
faith. 
 

b. His wandering (v. 9) 
 

9 By faith he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, dwelling in 
tents with Isaac and Jacob, fellow heirs of the same promise; 

 
He lived as an alien in the land of promise.  He had not yet received the fulfillment. 
 

c. His hope (vv. 9b-10) 
 

10 for he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is 
God. 
 
He knew he was living in the shadow.  He knew there was something more.  Do you recognize 
there is something more?  Friends, Paul said that if there is no resurrection from the dead, then 
we are most miserable (1 Cor. 15:19).   
 

d. His wife - Sarah (vv. 11, 12) 
 

11 By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, even beyond the proper time 
of life, since she considered Him faithful who had promised. 12 Therefore there was born 
even of one man, and him as good as dead at that, as many descendants AS THE STARS 
OF HEAVEN IN NUMBER, AND INNUMERABLE AS THE SAND WHICH IS BY THE 
SEASHORE. 
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I love the manner in which the biblical narrative celebrates the wife of so many primary 
figures.  I do not believe it was easy being Job’s wife or Abraham’s wife or Peter’s wife.  
Friends, I do not believe the 12 apostles were all single.    These ladies stood with their 
husbands and entered into their joys and their sorrows.  They knew and lived life’s hardships 
and joys. 
 
When I read this larger text I find verses 13-16 to be the core thought. 
 
Summary statement (vv. 13-16) 
 

13 All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and 
having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were strangers 
and exiles on the earth. 14 For those who say such things make it clear that they are 
seeking a country of their own. 15 And indeed if they had been thinking of that country 
from which they went 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 a city for them. 

 
There are three ideas in this text that will help us understand the passage.  I find them to be 
couplets. 
 

• Died in faith, without receiving (alla) welcomed them from a distance (v. 13a) 
 
They welcomed them.  They embraced them.  It is a warm word.  “This word implies more 
than our word embrace frequently does; that is, to receive as true. It means, properly, to draw 
to one's self; and then to embrace, as one does a friend from whom he has been separated.  It 
then means to greet, salute, welcome, and here means a joyful greeting of those promises; or a 
pressing them to the heart, as we do a friend. It was not a cold and formal reception of them, 
but a warm and hearty welcome. Such is the nature of true faith when it embraces the 
promises of salvation. No act of pressing a friend to the bosom is ever more warm and 
cordial.”4 
 

That is, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob, continued to believe, to the end of their lives, that 
God would fulfill this promise; but they neither saw the numerous seed, nor did they get the 
promised rest in Canaan.5 

 
They had been looking for something future, which they did not obtain during their lifetime, 
and died believing that it would yet be theirs.6 

 
What was it they embraced warmly?  It was the idea of a future fulfillment of a land promise.  
It was an idea they embraced and that idea sustained them in their journey. 
 

• Confessed they were strangers and exiles (because [gar]) they sought a country of 
their own, a better country, a heavenly one (vv. 13b-16a) 
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They said the same thing concerning their situation (homologeo).  If the country they left was 
the one they sought, then they would have returned to it.  But (de) it wasn’t the country they 
sought.  They sought a better country, a heavenly one. 
 

The Hebrew word [for strangers] means, properly, one who dwells in a place, and particularly 
one who is a mere resident without the rights of; a citizen. The Greek word means a by-resident; 
one who lives by another or among a people not his own. This is the idea here. It is not that they 
confessed themselves to be wanderers, or that they had left their home to visit a holy place, but 
that they resided as mere sojourners in a country that was not theirs. What might be their 
ultimate destination, or their purpose, is not implied in the meaning of the word. They were 
such as reside awhile among another people, but have no permanent home there.7 
 
A man's country is that in which he has constitutional rights and privileges; no stranger or 
sojourner has any such rights in the country where he sojourns.  These, by declaring that they 
felt themselves strangers and sojourners, professed their faith in a heavenly country and state, 
and looked beyond the grave for a place of happiness.8 

 

• Therefore (dio) God is not ashamed to be called their God; because (gar) He has 
prepared a city for them. (v. 16b) 

 
The entire passage hinges on God’s provision of a place; a place where He dwells and where 
they will dwell with Him forever. 
 
This is the same word for prepare used in John 14:2, 3. 
 

2 In My Father's house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told 
you; for I go to prepare a place for you. 3 If I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 
again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be also. 

 
It is the same word in Revelation 21:2. 
 

2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made 

ready as a bride adorned for her husband. 
 
It is the same word used in Matthew 22:4 for the father preparing the wedding feast. 
 

4 Again, he sent forth other servants, saying, Tell them which are bidden, Behold, I have 
prepared my dinner: my oxen and my fatlings are killed, and all things are ready: come 
unto the marriage. 

 
Wow, the language is incredible.  Even though there is significance and meaning in the 
shadow or type, it is not the substance.  No matter how happy we are in this world and no 
matter how many conveniences we surround ourselves with, we are always strangers and 
exiles on the earth.  Our home is future.  God has prepared a city.  What is the significance of 
this city? 
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The city is a prepared place where God will be with His people and they will be with Him 
forever.  It is a place where the presence of God will be encountered experientially.  All of our 
senses shall be engaged.  We will be fully alive in His presence. 
 

6 The LORD of hosts will prepare a lavish banquet for all peoples on this mountain; 

A banquet of aged wine, choice pieces with marrow, And refined, aged wine. 7 And 
on this mountain He will swallow up the covering which is over all peoples, Even the 
veil which is stretched over all nations.  8 He will swallow up death for all time, And the 
Lord GOD will wipe tears away from all faces, And He will remove the reproach of His 
people from all the earth; For the LORD has spoken. (Isa. 25:6-8) 
 
Indeed, the LORD will comfort Zion; He will comfort all her waste places. And her 
wilderness He will make like Eden, And her desert like the garden of the LORD; Joy 
and gladness will be found in her, Thanksgiving and sound of a melody. (Isa. 51:3) 
 
1 Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth 
passed away, and there is no longer any sea. 2 And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. 
3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, "Behold, the tabernacle of God is 
among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God 
Himself will be among them, 4 and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and 
there will no longer be any death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or 
pain; the first things have passed away." 5 And He who sits on the throne said, "Behold, 
I am making all things new." And He said, "Write, for these words are faithful and 
true." 6 Then He said to me, "It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning 
and the end. I will give to the one who thirsts from the spring of the water of life 
without cost. 7 He who overcomes will inherit these things, and I will be his God and he 
will be My son. 8 But for the cowardly and unbelieving and abominable and murderers 
and immoral persons and sorcerers and idolaters and all liars, their part will be in the 
lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death." (Rev. 21:1-8) 

 
I find this idea counter to what I have experienced in my Christian life.  The Bible speaks of 
celebration in the context of feasting.  The imagery is one massive party where people are 
eating and drinking and dancing and just having one big time.  When I was much younger I 
thought going to heaven would be better than going to hell, but I wasn’t too keen on the idea 
that heaven was one long church service.  I wasn’t sure why that would be heaven.  After 30 
plus years I realize heaven is one long party.  It is a party where the best wine is brought out 
first and maintained for the length of the party.  It is a party where you can eat and drink and 
never be bloated or drunk.  You can dance, and jump and twirl and fling yourself through the 
air and never get tired.  It is a party where we live with an eternal emotional feeling of 
euphoria and jubilation.   Friends, is that your idea of heaven?  Friend, there is coming a day 
when heaven will be on earth.  I believe this life is simply preparation for the next.  I believe 
we are to celebrate and joy with gusto.  I believe we need to change our perspective on all this 
and instead of talking of how miserable we have it, we need to speak of life’s richness and we 
need to be in a state of joy and celebration even as we wrestle with our fallen nature and that 



7 

 

of others.  We joy even though we live in a world of tears.  We joy even though death still 
occurs and separation and misunderstanding and injustice still exist.  This is what the 
patriarchs knew. 
 
They knew of Eden.  They knew there was/is a place where God dwells.  They knew that 
where God is they want to be.  They knew that in His presence is fullness of joy and at His 
right hand there are pleasures forever more.  They knew this and desired such. 
 
Do you know and believe this?  Do you recognize the driving theme of the Bible/Story is for 
you to dwell in God’s presence and for you to enjoy Him forever?  Do you know there is 
nothing you can do to secure this end?  Do you know that God has made all the necessary 
preparations for your joy?  Do you know that Jesus is God’s means of restoring what once 
was?  Friend, all of Scripture drives us to this end.  Think with me of John 14:1-3; think with 
me of Revelation 21:1-8.  To reject this provision from God is to face the unadulterated justice 
of God.  Oh friends, this is God’s invitation to come.  The Patriarchs of Israel believed this 
promise of joy in His presence and they were willing to believe and obey this truth.  How far 
reaching would they go in believing?  Consider with me verses 17-19. 
 

e. His sacrifice (vv. 17-19) 
 

17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the 
promises was offering up his only begotten son; 18 it was he to whom it was said, "IN 
ISAAC YOUR DESCENDANTS SHALL BE CALLED." 19 He considered that God is able 
to raise people even from the dead, from which he also received him back as a type. 

 
Again, the issue is one of faith’s objectivity and not its subjectivity.  Abraham’s faith is defined 
carefully.  It is faith in the promises.  Abraham was so thoroughly convinced of the substance 
that the shadow although significant was not the end.  What is the promise referred to? 
 
There is an already-not yet quality to the promise and its fulfillment.  Hebrews 4:1 speak of 
more than what exists. 
 

Therefore, let us fear if, while a promise remains of entering His rest, any one of you 
may seem to have come short of it. (Heb. 4:1) 

 
Hebrews 6 speaks of promises plural as being synonymous with promise singular.  I would 
conclude the promises of land, seed, and blessing are all part of one promise.  I would also 
conclude Abraham experienced an already fulfillment of the promise with the not yet part still 
future.  Thus our text can speak of him obtaining the promise (6:15) as well as not receiving the 
promises (11:13) and be consistent.  He obtained the shadow (6:15) living as an alien in the 
land of promise (11:9), but had not yet received the substance (11:13).  They clearly saw 
themselves as strangers and exiles on the earth even though they were dwelling in the land 
promised. 
 



8 

 

12 so that you will not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience 
inherit the promises.  13 For when God made the promise to Abraham, since He could 
swear by no one greater, He swore by Himself, . . . 15 And so, having patiently waited, 
he obtained the promise. . . 17 In the same way God, desiring even more to show to the 
heirs of the promise the unchangeableness of His purpose, interposed with an oath, 
(Heb. 6:12,13,15,17) 

 
The idea of shadow and substance is noted in 9:15 where the substance is referred to as “the 
eternal inheritance” and “better country, a heavenly one” (11:16). 
 
Hebrews 11:33 speaks of God’s faithfulness in keeping His word as the obtaining of promises.  
Yet the conclusion for the entire litany of names is that although they were seen as people who 
believed in the promise and experienced “shadow” fulfillment they had not “received what 
was promised” in substance/reality” (11:39). 
 
When we read Hebrews 11:17 it was because of having received the promise that Abraham 
was capable of offering up his only begotten son.  Abraham’s faith in the plural promises was 
not what sustained Him in that moment.  It was His faith in the promise singular and the one 
who gave the promise.  In fact, I would argue that the context of the promise did not drive 
him, but the one who gave the promise.  The promise could have been anything, but not the 
one who gave it.  If the content of the promise remained the same but you or I gave it, the 
promise would have no weight.  I can promise my spouse a happy and carefree life, but I 
cannot deliver on my promise.  It is because God is the unchanging keeper of His word that 
what He promises He is able to fulfill and come to pass. 
 

By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the 
promises was offering up his only begotten son; (Heb. 11:17) 
 
who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, obtained promises, 
shut the mouths of lions, (Heb. 11:33) 
 
And all these, having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was 
promised, (Heb. 11:39) 

 
Many of us in our journey through life find ourselves at a sticking point.  We begin to wonder 
if the promise has any teeth.  We begin to question God’s ability to watch us in the moment 
and to fulfill what He has promised.  Part of our problem is how we understand what He has 
promised.  Has He promised you work, or a house, or clothes on your back, or a warm place to 
dwell or meaningful relationships or whatever tangible elements are necessary for you to be 
happy?  Is this what He promised?  I think not.  What God has promised you and me is that 
He will never leave us or forsake us.  Has God ever failed to keep His word?  What you and I 
need to understand is that in His presence is the fullest of joy and at His right hand are 
overflowing pleasures forever more.  This is the promise that he gave, gives and has 
kept/keeps. 
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Abraham was so thoroughly convinced of God’s faithfulness to keep His word that he was 
willing and able to offer up Isaac.  I find such confidence in the power of God overwhelming.  
Do we right now believe God is keeping His word?  Do we believe that every struggle and 
doubt we currently encounter is answered in the sufficiency of Jesus Christ?  Friends, do we 
believe Him? 
 
From Abraham’s act of faith we move to the continued transition toward fulfillment through 
the following three individuals. 
 
Each of the following three statements is an affirmation of their faith in the Seed Promise.  
They did not understand or know how it would come to pass only that it would.  Their 
understanding was full to the degree it was revealed, but they would not have understood the 
depth of the fulfillment as we do looking back. 
 

2. Isaac (v. 20) 
 

20 By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau, even regarding things to come. 
 

3. Jacob (v. 21) 
 

21 By faith Jacob, as he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, 
leaning on the top of his staff. 

 
4. Joseph (v. 22) 

 
22 By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the sons of Israel, 
and gave orders concerning his bones. 

 
The incredible statement of Joseph to his brother’s in Genesis 50 is an affirmation that he 
believed the promises. 
 

15 When Joseph's brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, "What if Joseph 
bears a grudge against us and pays us back in full for all the wrong which we did to 
him!" 16 So they sent a message to Joseph, saying, "Your father charged before he died, 
saying, 17 'Thus you shall say to Joseph, "Please forgive, I beg you, the transgression of 
your brothers and their sin, for they did you wrong."' And now, please forgive the 
transgression of the servants of the God of your father." And Joseph wept when they 
spoke to him. 18 Then his brothers also came and fell down before him and said, 
"Behold, we are your servants." 19 But Joseph said to them, "Do not be afraid, for am I 
in God's place? 20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in 
order to bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive. 21 So therefore, 
do not be afraid; I will provide for you and your little ones." So he comforted them and 
spoke kindly to them. (Gen. 50:15-21) 
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Joseph believed the promise and he came to understand how everything in life is pushing and 
pulling us to that great end.  Do you realize that your life is a part of the Seed Promise?  Jesus 
came and is here.  Do you believe this?  Do you believe that He is God’s answer?  There is 

nothing else beside Him and there is no one beyond Him.  He is it. 
 
What I believe we fail to understand when we read our Bibles is all the down time and fiddle 
farting taking place between the lines.  These people had the same type of existence we have.  
They were often bored.  They often struggled and they often got up and did what was before 
them.  Even as people of faith in the promise they wondered and questioned significance and 
meaning.  There was no perpetual mountain top experience.  They were just like you and me 
and just like them we are to be people who believe the promise.  Such belief might require 
great sacrifice on our part, but we can and will let such things go for we hold them loosely.  
They looked forward and we look back, but we together look at the same one, God. 
 
Friends, let us believe the promise. 
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What’s the NEXT STEP?) 
 

1. Friends, do you believe in Jesus Christ as your great high priest who alone has made a 
way? 

2. Perhaps today you are lost in the shadow.  Friend, Jesus is your way out. 
3. Jesus breaks tears down strongholds.  Jesus gives fullness when life would appear 

empty. 
4. Friend, I am inviting you to make much of Him. 
5. I cannot guarantee you a happy life, but I can tell you where it is found and the answer 

will forever be in Him. 
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