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Preface
In this book you will learn how to create strong and secure hashes to protect sensitive 
passwords and keys.

With the evolution of technology and communications, there is a lot of information flowing 
everywhere. Since passwords keep our sensitive data secure, password security has become 
a critical issue, now more than ever, especially with so many malicious hackers trying to  
take advantage.

There is no such thing as a fully secure web application, there’s always a flaw somewhere 
waiting to be patched—or exploited. However, there is a well-tested technique that allows us to 
create a last barrier against intrusions: hashing. By hashing our passwords properly, we can 
protect our users from hackers. This makes it very hard (almost impossible) for hackers to gain 
access to their accounts. This technique and some useful hints will be covered in this book.

What this book covers
Creating a simple hash teaches you how to create a basic hash code and how it works.

Creating a strong hash shows you how to create strong hashes using cryptographic  
secure hash algorithms.

Adding salt to a hash shows the proper use of a salt in order to strengthen the  
password protection.

Creating a secure hash will teach you how to create the strongest possible hash to  
provide maximum security to passwords.

The Overview section gives a high level overview to round up the whole authentication process.
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What you need for this book
The following are the software needed for this book:

ff Java Development Kit 1.5 or greater

ff Your preferred integrated development environment (Eclipse, NetBeans, and so on)

Who this book is for
This book is targeted for a wide range of people, from people with basic Java knowledge to 
Java experts. It’s assumed that you have some experience in Java and you are interested 
in learning how to protect your user’s information. Even experienced developers must be 
educated in security in order to write secure applications.

Conventions
In this book, you will find a number of styles of text that distinguish between different kinds of 
information. Here are some examples of these styles, and an explanation of their meaning.

Code words in text are shown as follows: “ Put the password in the MessageDigest.”

Warnings or important notes appear in a box like this.

Tips and tricks appear like this.

Reader feedback
Feedback from our readers is always welcome. Let us know what you think about this  
book—what you liked or may have disliked. Reader feedback is important for us to develop 
titles that you really get the most out of.

To send us general feedback, simply send an e-mail to feedback@packtpub.com,  
and mention the book title via the subject of your message.

If there is a topic that you have expertise in and you are interested in either writing or 
contributing to a book, see our author guide on www.packtpub.com/authors.
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Customer support
Now that you are the proud owner of a Packt book, we have a number of things to help you to 
get the most from your purchase.

Downloading the example code
You can download the example code files for all Packt books you have purchased from your 
account at http://www.packtpub.com. If you purchased this book elsewhere, you can 
visit http://www.packtpub.com/support and register to have the files e-mailed directly 
to you.

Errata
Although we have taken every care to ensure the accuracy of our content, mistakes do happen. 
If you find a mistake in one of our books—maybe a mistake in the text or the code—we would be 
grateful if you would report this to us. By doing so, you can save other readers from frustration 
and help us improve subsequent versions of this book. If you find any errata, please report them 
by visiting http://www.packtpub.com/submit-errata, selecting your book, clicking on 
the errata submission form link, and entering the details of your errata. Once your errata are 
verified, your submission will be accepted and the errata will be uploaded on our website,  
or added to any list of existing errata, under the Errata section of that title. Any existing errata 
can be viewed by selecting your title from http://www.packtpub.com/support.

Piracy
Piracy of copyright material on the Internet is an ongoing problem across all media. At Packt, 
we take the protection of our copyright and licenses very seriously. If you come across any 
illegal copies of our works, in any form, on the Internet, please provide us with the location 
address or website name immediately so that we can pursue a remedy.

Please contact us at copyright@packtpub.com with a link to the suspected pirated material.

We appreciate your help in protecting our authors, and our ability to bring you valuable content.

Questions
You can contact us at questions@packtpub.com if you are having a problem with any 
aspect of the book, and we will do our best to address it.





Instant Java Password 
and Authentication 

Security

Welcome to Instant Java Password and Authentication Security. In this book you will learn how 
to create strong and secure hashes to protect sensitive passwords and keys.

As an introduction, we will learn the basics of hashing using MD5 hashes to get familiarized 
with the concept.

Later, we will check out the Secure Hash Algorithm, which is a family of standard cryptographic 
hash functions. After learning the basics, we will see how to protect our hashes against certain 
types of attacks by salting them—a useful technique.

Of course, malicious hackers are always developing new techniques and technology evolves 
every day, and to keep up with this, we will learn how to use a very secure technique that 
allows us to strengthen our hashes over time.
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Creating a simple hash (Simple)
This task involves a basic hashing technique to create basic MD5 hashes.

How to do it...
The following are the steps to create the initial hash (Signup):

1.	 Get the password value as plain text.

2.	 Get a MD5 MessageDigest instance.

3.	 Put the password in the MessageDigest instance.

4.	 Execute the digest method to get the hash byte array.

5.	 Encode each byte to a Hexadecimal format into a String Builder.

6.	 Get the built string from the StringBuilder function.

7.	 The built String is a Hexadecimal representation of the MD5 Hash.

8.	 The password can now be stored.

The following is a screenshot of the code that allows us to perform the steps enumerated 
before; I've added comments to explain which step we are fulfilling in each piece of code:
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The hashed password can now be saved in the database instead of the plain text password. 
When the user logs in with his password, we need to create the hash again and compare 
it with the hash in the database. By doing this, the plain text password is never stored, so 
nobody knows the original password but the account owner.

How it works...
MD5 is a cryptographic hash function that produces a 128-bit hash value (32 characters in 
length). It's very simple and straightforward; the basic idea is to map data sets of variable 
length to data sets of a fixed length. In order to do this, the input message is split into chunks 
of 512-bit blocks; padding is added so that its length can be divided by 512. Now these blocks 
are processed by the MD5 algorithm that operates in a 128-bit state and the result will be a 
128-bit hash value.

But this algorithm has already been implemented; you only have to use it as in the  
example code.

Note that two very similar messages processed by the MD5 algorithm will result, most likely,  
in very different hashes.

Let's wrap the previous code into a function, getHashMD5 (comments removed), as shown in 
the following screenshot:

Now, we can test our MD5 function by running the following code as shown in the screenshot:



Instant Java Password and Authentication Security

8

After executing the preceding code, we will get the following output as shown in the screenshot:

Congratulations! You have successfully generated your first MD5 Hash. I know it's exciting 
doing this for the first time, however, this is just the introduction, and I want to be very clear 
about this: never, and I mean never, use MD5 hashes for storing passwords; they are really 
weak and easy to break.

There's more...
Although MD5 is a widely used hashing algorithm, it is far from being secure since MD5 
generates fairly weak hashes.

ff The advantages of MD5 hashes are as follows:

�� Easy to implement

�� Very fast in execution and cost-effective in resources

ff The disadvantages of MD5 hashes are as follows:

�� MD5 hashes are not collision resistant. This means different passwords can 
eventually result in the same hash

�� Since it's fast in execution, it's susceptible to brute force and dictionary attacks

�� Rainbow tables with words and generated hashes allow very quick searches 
for a known hash and also get the original word quickly

Even so, MD5 is useful to check Big Data consistency and it's better than plain text, but it's 
not a good option to keep really sensitive data (such as passwords) safe.

Password recovery
When we store a hashed password, it's virtually impossible to get the original value, or at least 
that's the idea. This is because a hash has only one way; unlike encryption, which has two 
ways (encrypt and decrypt), there is no "de-hash".

So, when a user forgets his password, we can't send him the original password to his e-mail 
account; instead, we can recover the password in the following two ways:

ff Generate a new random password and send it to the user via e-mail, cell phone,  
and so on. It would be ideal if the system forces the user to change the password 
after resetting it.

ff Generate a link with a code, which allows him to reset his password, and send that 
link to his e-mail. It's a good idea to make that code expire after a given time frame.
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Creating a strong hash (Simple)
This task involves a stronger hashing method to create strong cryptographic hashes.

How to do it...
The following are the steps to create a strong hash:

1.	 Get the password value as plain text.

2.	 Get a SHA-1 MessageDigest instance.

3.	 Put the password string in the MessageDigest instance.

4.	 Execute the digest method to get the hash byte array.

5.	 Encode each byte to a Hexadecimal format into a String Builder.

6.	 Get the built string from the StringBuilder method.

7.	 The built string is a Hexadecimal representation of the SHA-1 Hash.

8.	 The password can now be stored.

In the following screenshot is the code in Java that allows us to create a SHA-1 Hash.  
It's exactly the same as the MD5 hash, except that we will get a MessageDigest  
instance using the SHA-1 algorithm:
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Notice that we only changed MD5 for SHA-1, and this produces a stronger hash but the  
java.security.MessageDigest class supports even stronger algorithms. We can  
use the same code as shown in the preceding screenshot, changing only the algorithm's 
name for any of the following algorithms (listed from weakest to strongest):

ff MD5 (Explained in the first recipe—128 bits Hash)

ff SHA-1 (The current recipe—160 bits Hash)

ff SHA-256 (Stronger that SHA-1—256 bits Hash)

ff SHA-384 (Stronger than SHA-256—384 bits Hash)

ff SHA-512 (Stronger than SHA-384—512 bits Hash)

If we create one function for every algorithm, we can compare the resulting hashes and see 
how different they are:

In this case, SHA-512 is the stronger plain hash and it's pretty easy to see why.

How it works...
The Secure Hash Algorithm (SHA) is a family of cryptographic hash algorithms implemented 
by vendors, designed by the United States National Security Agency (NSA), and is also used 
as a standard.

Basically, it works the same way as any other hash function; for variable length data,  
it generates a unique static length code that we call hash. However, these hashes  
are not always unique; this means that for two different inputs, we could have equal  
resulting hashes. When this happens, it's called a collision.
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It's important to note that with a stronger hash, we get lower collision chances. But it's 
not something to be worried about, at least not too much, because the SHA-256 or higher 
generates really strong hashes with a very low collision probability, it's highly unlikely to 
produce a collision.

Still, it's theoretically possible to break a hash and by "breaking a hash," I mean to guess the 
original word that generates that hash. Actually, it's time to acknowledge that there isn't such 
a thing as a fully secure hash, because it's always possible to perform a brute-force attack.

A brute-force attack is performed by generating words with the help of a computer, creating a 
hash for that word, and then comparing it with the stored hash in order to guess the password. 
However, the idea is to make this kind of attack as expensive, in terms of data processing,  
as possible. The attacker doesn't want a password 20 years from now; he wants it as soon  
as possible.

There's more...
The SHA family is far stronger than the MD5 hash function and really expensive to break,  
at least for now. However, we should never forget what we want to achieve, which is to store 
our users' passwords in a secure way. But, we are missing something here. We need to ask 
ourselves, "What kind of passwords do users choose"? Well, the common user chooses easy 
passwords because they are easier to remember. This is bad for us because an attacker does 
not even need to perform a brute-force attack; with a simple dictionary-attack he could get 
hundreds of passwords in minutes!

So remember, even if you decide to use a strong hash function, it's a good idea to require 
passwords that contain lower and upper case characters as well as numbers and symbols 
and, of course, a minimum length—long passwords are harder to guess!

Now, if we are storing password hashes generated with a strong algorithm, such as SHA-256 
or higher, and a minimum password length combining numbers, symbols, and upper and 
lower case characters, we can say that our users' passwords are pretty secure. If, somehow, 
an attacker gains access to those passwords, it will be really hard for him to guess the original 
password.

However, breaking those passwords is not impossible. Even with good passwords, strong 
hashes, and all the precautions we have taken, an attacker could still guess the password. 
It won't be easy for him, but we don't want a "not easy to break". We want to make it almost 
impossible to break, and in order to do that, we need more than a hashing algorithm and good 
password: we need to work with our users' data to improve our hash strength—this technique 
is called salting.
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Adding salt to a hash (Intermediate)
This recipe teaches how to properly salt hashes to make them even stronger. As you  
may have guessed, this technique involves adding something to our hashes to make  
them harder to break.

How to do it...
To sign up or change a password, follow the given steps:

1.	 Generate a random salt value.

2.	 Create a MessageDigester with an algorithm you prefer.

3.	 Add the salt to the MessageDigester .

4.	 Digest the password with the MessageDigester.

5.	 Get the hash from the digest.

6.	 Save the generated salt and the hashed password. In case of sign up, we need  
to save the username.

To generate a random salt value, consider the code shown in the following screenshot:

We always need to use a SecureRandom class to create good salts. In Java,  
the SecureRandom class supports the "SHA1PRNG" pseudo random number  
generator algorithm, and we can take advantage of it. Note that we are returning  
the salt as a byte array, that's because the MessageDigest requires byte arrays.  
Also, you may have noticed that we created a salt of the size 16 bytes. This is  
important in order to ensure that our salt is strong enough. Never create a salt  
shorter than a 16-byte length. This means 128-bit strength (16 x 8 = 128) for  
the salt.

Now that we know how to create the salt, consider the code for creating a hashed  
password using the salt as shown in the following screenshot:
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Notice that this method receives the salt method as a parameter and updates the 
MessageDigest byte buffer with the salt value. After that, it digests the password method 
as a byte array. Internally, it concatenates the salt with the password before digesting.

We can already generate a salt and use it to create a stronger hash, but we will create salts 
only when the user signs up or when he changes his password. On the other hand, when he 
authenticates, we need to validate his password. In order to do this, we need to create the 
same hash, which means that we need to store the salt somewhere.

The following screenshot is just an example of a basic user creation that uses the  
preceding methods:
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As you can see, there is a User class. This is just a sample, the User class has a Username, 
a Password, and a Salt attribute. Also, you may have noticed a new toHex method, 
which converts a byte array to a hexadecimal string. We will need another fromHex method 
later, which converts a hexadecimal string to a byte array. The following screenshot is the 
implementation of these methods:

The toHex and fromHex methods are implemented in many different libraries and are a 
standard algorithm. In this example, we have the choice to implement them ourselves to  
avoid loading any dependencies.

Now that we saw a demonstration of how to create a hash with a salt and saving the 
generated password and salt we need to check how to validate the user identity when  
the user logs in.
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Consider the following method to validate a user as shown in the screenshot:

As you can see, we retrieve the user class from the database and get the original salt to create 
the hash. After that, we compare the hashes: if they are equal, the password is valid! Note that 
we use the fromHex method here to get the byte array value of hexadecimal strings.

Remember that this is a sample code to show how to use the hash and the salt.

How it works...
When a password is simply hashed, we will eventually realize that identical passwords 
generate identical hashes—this is not good! Also, plain hashes can be compared with 
precomputed hashes (also known as rainbow tables).

In order to avoid, or at least make it harder to break our passwords, we can add random data to 
the original password. This will make every hash different, even if the passwords are the same.

This random data we add is called salt. A salt is a random value of fixed length. The salt 
generated for a given password must be saved in order to generate the stored hash again.
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Now, in the code shown in the preceding screenshot, we are storing the plain salt. This is ok, 
but it could be better. Consider encrypting the salt with a two-way algorithm in order to have 
additional protection. Storing it in a different database could also help in making it harder  
to get. We are not doing that here, but these are very good options to increase security. 
However, the salt should be pretty secure with a strong hash (SHA-256 or stronger) and a 
good salt (16 bytes or more). Let's think about this like a hacker: we managed to get the 
database and the application's source code, but on checking the source code we notice 
that every single password has a random salt. This means that we can't use rainbow tables. 
Also, dictionary/brute-force attacks would be really expensive and we would need to get 
the passwords as soon as possible because someone might notice our intrusion and take 
measures to prevent such incidents—it's a nightmare!

There's more...
When it comes to salts, there is much misinformation. Salt is a must-do for secure systems,  
as it is fairly easy to break a weak password even if it's hashed with a secure algorithm.  
When we add salt to the equation, breaking the password gets significantly harder.

Never re-use a salt, it's pointless. It makes your hashes weak against dictionary, brute-force, 
and rainbow table attacks. So, salts are not reusable.

Short salts are not an option, salts should be at least 16 bytes length. If we have, let's say,  
a three character salt, there are only 857.375 (95 x 95 x 95 = 857.375) possible salts. 
Consider that a lookup table with the most common passwords contains around 1024 bytes. 
This means that the rainbow tables for the possible salts, and the most common passwords 
would be around 837 GB approximately. Nowadays, that's not a lot.

Crazy hashing and salting
Some people suggest using double hashing techniques or mixing different hashing algorithms 
and then creating a new hash with the digests. Although this may work, it's not a good option 
and I do not recommend it. There are other standards and well-tested techniques to make our 
hashes even stronger, so avoid trying to create your own technique.

Creating a secure hash (Advanced)
This recipe teaches us how to create a truly secure strong hash and how to strengthen it as 
computers becomes more capable of breaking it.

There are libraries that provide secure hash functionality, but we are going to use a standard, 
plain java algorithm named PBKDF2WithHmacSHA1. So, we won't need any third-party libraries.
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How to do it...
To create the first hash (Sign up), follow the given steps:

1.	 Get the password as a char array.

2.	 Create a salt value.

3.	 Create a password based encryption key spec.

4.	 Create a key factory.

5.	 Generate the hash.

6.	 Add the iterations and the original salt to your hash.

To generate a strong hash, please consider the code shown in the following screenshot:

We can test it by running the code shown in the following screenshot:

It should print the result as shown in the following screenshot:
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For the getSalt function, consider the code shown in the following screenshot:

Also, consider the following code for the toHex and fromHex functions:
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This was pretty easy considering it's generating a really strong hash! Keep in mind that this 
code is just an example, for real development it should be coded in a maintainable way.

Now, we've just seen how to create the password hash. This is useful for creating a  
new user with a new password, or changing the old password for a new one, but how  
about authentication?

To compare hashes (Authentication), follow the given steps:

1.	 Get the password as a char array.

2.	 Get the stored password with its iterations and salt.

3.	 Create a password-based encryption key spec.

4.	 Create a key factory.

5.	 Generate the hash formatted with the salt and the iterations.

6.	 Compare the generated hash with the stored one.

Consider the code shown in the following screenshot, which is used to validate a user:

As you can see, it returns a Boolean value: true when the password is valid, false when the 
password is invalid.

You probably noticed a new function here named slowEquals. This function performs a 
length-constant time comparison in order to avoid timing attacks. It is a theoretical attack and 
I seriously doubt whether it could be done over the internet, but it's nice to be aware of the 
slowEquals function.
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Consider the following code that performs a length-constant time comparison:

That's it! We can now generate and validate passwords in a secure way; and even better,  
as technology evolves, we can increase the amount of iterations in order to make our  
hashes stronger!

How it works...
We've seen that salting help us to make it harder to break our hashes, and it's impractical 
to use rainbow tables or dictionaries. However, salting does not protect against brute-force 
attacks since SHA algorithms are designed to be fast; as technology evolves, these hashes  
will be broken eventually. To make these attacks less effective, we can use a technique  
known as key stretching.

The idea is to make the hash function more long and complex. So, even with a fast CPU or 
custom hardware, dictionary and brute-force attacks are too slow to be worthwhile. The goal  
is to make the hash function slow enough to impede attacks, but still fast enough to not  
cause a noticeable delay for the user.
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Key stretching is implemented using a special type of CPU-intensive hash function. Don't try to 
invent your own. Simply hashing the hash of the password iteratively isn't enough as it can be 
parallelized in hardware and executed as fast as a normal hash. Use a standard algorithm like 
PBKDF2 (the one we used), Bcrypt, or Scrypt. These are very strong and well-tested algorithms.

These algorithms take a work factor (also known as security factor) or iteration count as 
an argument. This value determines how slow the hash function will be. When computers 
become faster next year, we can increase the work factor.

There's more...
It's important to remember that hashing is the last defense, and as such we should use the 
best protection available because if an intrusion happens, we will need it.

Also, if an intrusion does happen, there are several things we must do as responsible  
IT professionals:

ff Determine how the system was compromised and patch the vulnerability as soon  
as possible.

ff Inform your users right away: even if we don't fully understand how it happened,  
our users need to know about it.

ff Explain how the passwords were protected and encourage your users to change 
similar passwords in different websites, because malicious hackers usually try  
any password they can find in different sites.

ff It's possible, even with salted hashes, that an attacker will be able to crack some 
weak passwords. To reduce the attacker's window, it would be good to implement  
an e-mail loop authentication.

ff Also, our users need to know what personal information was stored on the website. 
For example, we should instruct users to look over recent and future bills if we have 
credit card details stored.
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Overview
This chapter involves a high level overview to round up the complete authentication process.

Rounding up...
We have now successfully learned how to secure our users' passwords using hashes; however, 
we should take a look at the big picture, just in case. The following figure shows what a very 
basic web application looks like:

Note the https transmission tag: HTTPS is a secure transfer protocol, which allows us to 
transport information in a secure way. When we transport sensitive data such as passwords in 
a Web Application, anyone who intercepts the connection can easily get the password in plain 
text, and our users' data would be compromised. We will cover SSL, HTTPS, and TLS in detail 
at the end of this chapter.
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In order to avoid this, we should always use HTTPS when there's sensitive data involved. 
HTTPS is fairly easy to setup, you just need to buy an SSL certificate and configure it with  
your hosting provider. Configuration varies depending on the provider, but usually they  
provide an easy way to do it.

It is strongly suggested to use HTTPS for authentication, sign up, sign in, and other sensitive 
data processes. As a general rule, most (if not all) of the data exchange that requires the user 
to be logged in should be protected. Keep in mind that HTTPS comes at a cost, so try to avoid 
using HTTPS on static pages that have public information.

Always keep in mind that to protect the password, we need ensure secure transport (with 
HTTPS) and secure storage (with strong hashes) as well. Both are critical phases and we  
need to be very careful with them.

Now that our passwords and other sensitive data are being transferred in a secure  
way, we can get into the application workflow. Consider the following steps for an 
authentication process:

1.	 The application receives an Authentication Request.

2.	 The Web Layer takes care of it as it gets the parameters (username and password), 
and passes them to the Authentication Service.

3.	 The Authentication Service calls the Database Access Layer to retrieve the user from 
the database.

4.	 The Database Access Layer queries the database, gets the user, and returns it to the 
Authentication Service.

5.	 The Authentication Service gets the stored hash from the users' data retrieved from the 
database, extracts the salt and the amount of iterations, and calls the Hashing Utility 
passing the password from the authentication request, the salt, and the iterations.

6.	 The Hashing Utility generates the hash and returns it to the Authentication Service.

7.	 The Authentication Service performs a constant-time comparison between the 
stored hash and the generated hash, and we inform the Web Layer if the user is 
authenticated or not.

8.	 The Web Layer returns the corresponding view to the user depending on whether they 
are authenticated or not.
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The following figure can help us understand how this works, please consider that flows 1, 2, 3, 
and 4 are bidirectional:

The Authentication Service and the Hashing Utility components are the ones we have been 
working with so far. We already know how to create hashes, this workflow is an example to 
understand when we should it.

More Info: Hyper Text Transfer Protocol Secure (HTTPS)
The HTTPS is a communication protocol that is used for secure communication. Technically, 
it is the result of layering the HTTP on top of the SSL/TLS protocol. It uses symmetric keys 
to encrypt the data flow between client and server. The symmetric keys are exchanged 
using X.509 certificates and hence asymmetric cryptography is used during the initial 
communication. It requires an SSL certificate, which contains the necessary public key  
and the identity of the owner. The matching private key is not available publicly. Anyone can 
generate an SSL certificate; however, with self-generated certificates, the relation between  
the owner of the certificate and the certificate itself can't be verified. Self-generated 
certificates are used for development/testing purposes. In order to validate the relation 
between the owner of the certificate and the certificate, there are certificate authorities  
who provide reliable digital certificates. 
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A Certificate Authority (also known as CA) is an entity that provides digital certificates. The CA  
is trusted by the owner of the certificate and those relying upon the certificate. There are 
commercial CAs that sell certificates, and some providers issue them for free. Large institutions 
and government entities may have their own CAs. Getting a certificate involves creating a 
Certificate Signing Request (CSR) for your server. You need a CA to sign it; the CA will need 
to validate that you are indeed the owner of the domain. To authenticate the owner of the 
certificate, most CAs perform a Domain Validation. It involves sending an e-mail to validate the 
recipient, or logging in with your domain name provider. The process varies according to the 
CA and the level of security of the certificate. Higher levels of security involve a more extensive 
validation process.

When the process is finished, the certificate is a digital proof that the web domain is 
authentic, and that it has been validated by a trusted third party. There are three versions  
of the SSL protocol. The Version 1.0 was never released to the public; on the other hand, 
Version 2.0 was released to the public but it had some critical flaws and was replaced by 
Version 3.0 shortly after.

Transport Layer Security (TLS) had three versions at that time; Version 1.0 is an upgrade  
to SSL 3.0 and includes TLS/SSL interoperability. This means that a TLS implementation  
can be downgraded to SSL 3.0 if the browser does not support TLS. TLS 1.1 is an 
update, which includes, among other minor improvements, a protection against Cipher 
Block Chaining (CBC) attacks and supports Internet Assigned Numbers Authority 
(IANA) registration parameters. TLS 1.2 includes some major improvements over the 
TLS 1.1, including stronger hashes that improve security, enhancements in server-client 
communication, and better support for different ciphers.

Basically, this is how SSL/TLS works:

ff A Client sends a "Hello!" message along with the necessary information and data  
to begin the secure communication.

ff The Server responds with a "Hello!" message, specifying the chosen protocol,  
some other necessary information, and the certificate (the last one depends on  
the cipher suite).

ff The Client responds with a Key Exchange message. It may contain a master secret 
key, a public key, or nothing (again, this depends on the cipher suite). If there's no 
master secret key, then the Client and the Server generate a common secret key.

ff The Client sends a record to the Server, informing him that everything it sends from 
now on will be encrypted.

ff The Server confirms that everything he sends from now on will also be encrypted.

ff Now the Client and Server can exchange data in a secure way.
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The following figure illustrates this interaction:

Thus, we have gone through the process of authentication.
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