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12:1-3 The application 
 

12:1 Therefore, (based on all that has been said) since we have so great 
a cloud of witnesses surrounding us (those in chapter 11), let us also lay 
aside every encumbrance, and the sin which so easily entangles us, and 
let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 

 

The author has shown us what the fullness of faith is in his wonderful 

picture gallery of Hebrews 11; now he calls us to patience in light of all the trials 

that life may bring, and with them the temptation to grow disheartened and faint.  

True Christianity is not only drawing near to God once at the time of conversion, 

but it is a life of being renewed in God’s presence every day; it is running a race 

with patience. “Let us now look at that life in its visible manifestation as a race we 

run, and learn what is needed to run well and win the crown” (Andrew Murray, The 

Holiest of All, 478). 

 

Hebrews 12:1 pictures Christians as runners in an athletic competition. In 

this case, the witnesses are those of chapter 11 who have run before us and have 

completed the race in spite of much opposition and difficulty. These great saints 

inspire us to run well and get rid of every encumbrance that will slow or entangle us.   

 

One of the first things connected to the race is laying aside everything that 

can hinder. “Encumbrance” translates a word in Greek which refers to any kind of 

weight. For an athlete it could refer to the shedding of body weight during training 

or getting rid of something being carried.  In either case, it is well known that a 

runner travels as lightly as possible. This “hindrance” or weight is not just sin, for 

that follows in the next clause. Some things are not evil in themselves but they 

hinder us from putting forth a full effort, nonetheless. No matter how lawful or 

pleasant something may be, if it is not absolutely necessary for our success, we 

should lay it aside.   

 

 Sacrifice, self-denial, giving up, and laying hindrances aside, are the first 

requisites of running the course. Regrettably, it is the denial of this that has made 

the Christian life of our days the very opposite of running a race. Too many 

Christians are trying to figure out how to make the best of both worlds; how to 

enjoy as much as possible of the wealth and the pleasure and the honor which the 

world offers, and at the same time squeeze something spiritual in. With many 

Christians, if their conversion ever was entering through a narrow gate, “their life 

since never was, in any sense, a laying aside of everything that might hinder their 

spiritual growth. . . But this is what we are called to” (Andrew Murray, The Holiest 

of All, 479). 
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The Christian life is not run well by only asking, "Is this sin?" but by asking, 

"Is this in the way of greater faith, greater love, greater purity, greater courage, 

greater humility, greater patience, and greater self-control?”  “Does it help me 

run?”  

 

12:2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, 
who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, 
and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 

12:3 For consider Him who has endured such hostility by sinners 
against Himself, so that you may not grow weary and lose heart. 

 

We are not only to look back at the witnesses in chapter 11, we are to look 

forward to the goal. One cannot miss the close connection to everything that has 

been said in Hebrews chapter 11. Those who have run the race before us have run 

well because they could see the goal. They kept their eyes fixed on the unseen 

realities and promises of God. We are to run “with no eyes for anyone or anything 

else except Jesus” (Morris, 134). 

 

Jesus is our ultimate example of faith - of one who could see the unseen.  

 

“Jesus is the Perfecter of our faith. He perfected it in His own 

person, by acting it out to its fullest possibility, when in the darkness of 

death He entrusted His spirit into His Father’s hands. He perfected it when 

He Himself was perfected by it, and proved that faith is the highest 

perfection because it gives room to be all. He perfected it when having 

perfected us in Himself; He became the perfect object of our faith. . . the 

faith that looks away to Him the Perfect One and Perfecter, is the secret to 

Christian perfection” (Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All, 482; cf. II Cor. 

3:18). 

 

The reason Jesus could endure even the cross was because He could see 

beyond it to the joy that would follow. Jesus found joy in the cross, for His death 

brought salvation to those whom He loves and it took Him back into the presence of 

the Father. In fact, the Scriptures say that He despised its shame (Heb. 12:2). 

That is, he thought so little of the pain and shame involved in the cross that He did 

nothing to avoid it. Instead He endured it and sat down (a perfect tense verb in 

Greek stressing the permanent results) at the right hand of the Father in an 

exalted position of authority. And there He will be forever and ever.  
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Jesus looked at His path on earth and His destination. Abraham and the 

others in the “directory of faith” did the same (11:8-10, 13, 16, 25-26, 27, 35). 

Every time we think of Christ, seated at the right hand of the Father, we should 

consider the path that got Him there. In His life he showed us that there is no 

other way to win the race than by resisting the world. The only way of deliverance 

from sin is by dying to it.  These are the things we are to calculate, (“consider”, 

“take into account” - Heb. 12:3). 

 

Jesus’ endurance is an example to us. He left behind His footsteps to walk 

in. By looking at Him we will not grow weary or lose heart no matter how difficult 

the race becomes.  “Let all that we have learnt of Him in the epistle. All the faith 

and joy with which we have seen and considered Him, bear his fruit; let us with 

patience, perseverance, run the race” (Andrew Murray, The Holiest of All, 481). 

 

12:4-11 The explanation of suffering 
 

12:4 You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in 
your striving against sin; 

12:5 and you have forgotten the exhortation which is addressed 
to you as sons, "MY SON, DO NOT REGARD LIGHTLY THE 
DISCIPLINE OF THE LORD, NOR FAINT WHEN YOU ARE REPROVED 
BY HIM; 

12:6 FOR THOSE WHOM THE LORD LOVES HE DISCIPLINES, 
AND HE SCOURGES EVERY SON WHOM HE RECEIVES." 

12:7 It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as 
with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 

12:8 But if you are without discipline, of which all have become 
partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. 

 

Suffering comes to everybody and it is often difficult to bear. But it helps 

to know that suffering is not a random event that befalls the unfortunate. Rather, 

suffering is designed by God to perfect His children.  

 

Though we endure hardships, we need to keep life in perspective. None of us 

has suffered like Christ did – to the point of death. Our suffering has been 

relatively mild in comparison. We need to remember that at times we wallow in our 

own suffering, forgetting that many before us have gone through much worse. 

 

We also need to remember the words of Proverbs 3:11-12 that links 

suffering to sonship; “My son, do not despise the chastening of the LORD, Nor 

detest His correction; For whom the LORD loves He corrects, Just as a father the 
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son in whom he delights.” Though God is not the source of the wickedness done to 

believers, He uses it as an instrument to accomplish His will. Therefore, to treat 

our circumstances lightly is to show ignorance of the methods God uses to perfect 

His children. “Discipline” is used for correction and instruction. Realizing that 

physical or emotional suffering can be the means by which God works all things 

together for the good (Ro. 8:28) should encourage us not to despair, compromise, or 

deny the faith. 

 

In fact, discipline is evidence of God's love for us (Heb. 12:6). In Greek, 

“Those He loves” comes first placing a certain stress upon this concept. God 

disciplines people He loves. People most commonly assume that trials are sent by 

God to punish sin but that isn’t always the case. Jesus Himself learned through 

suffering (Heb. 2:10). If it benefited even Him, shouldn’t we assume that we could 

benefit from it as well?  

 

In the NIV, Hebrews 12:6 reads, “he punishes everyone he accepts as a son" 

or more literally, “He scourges every son whom He receives.” The idea is that of 

training a child to correct faulty behavior and mold character. It is discipline that 

is educational in nature. God wants us to grow and mature, and discipline is part of 

the process (Psa. 32:1-9). 

 

“Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what 
son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone 
undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons.” 
(Hebrews 12:7-8; cf. Deut. 8:5; II Sam. 7:14) 

 

This illustration from human experience drives the point home. It is 

unthinkable that a father would not discipline his son. Parents discipline their 

children because they love them and want them to behave properly to avoid the 

heartaches of sin. Discipline is a universal experience for children (“everyone” 

undergoes it). It also reveals who the child’s father is.  A good father will discipline 

his own children but he does not discipline the children of another. The same is true 

in the spiritual world. Those who are not true sons do not receive God’s discipline. 

 

12:9 Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us 
and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the 
Father of our spirits and live!  

12:10 Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought 
best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his 
holiness. 
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We have all experienced parental discipline. We have also most likely all 

experienced unjust discipline from our parents from time to time as well. Parents 

make mistakes, for they are forced to make judgments under circumstances in 

which they don’t have adequate knowledge.  They also do not have perfect wisdom in 

determining a just punishment. Furthermore, bad discipline can lead to worse 

behavior, or psychological or emotional scarring. But in spite of all the potential for 

error, generally speaking, children still respect their parents and as they mature, 

they realize that the discipline they received was good.  

 

This being so, how much more should we submit to our heavenly Father who 

never makes an error in judgment nor disciplines us harshly or without just cause. 

There is nothing hit or miss about God's chastisement. He does it with purpose – 

that we might share His holiness. “When people subject themselves to God, 

accepting life’s sufferings as discipline from His fatherly hand, they enter the life 

that is alone worthy of His name” (Morris, 137). 

 

12:11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later 
on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those 
who have been trained by it. 

 
 No one when they are disciplined, whether by human fathers or God, enjoys 

it. The Bible doesn’t require us to enjoy discipline, but we should appreciate the 

results. The result of discipline is “a harvest of righteousness and peace” - the goal 

of the Christian life. 

 

If suffering is not received in the right spirit, it does not produce the right 

result. Therefore, the author speaks of the need to be “trained” by discipline. We 

are not trained just because we are able to accept a little chastisement here or 

there with grace. Someone “trained” by discipline develops a habit of life that 

accepts suffering as coming from a loving God.  When we reach that point, 

“peaceable fruit” and “a harvest of righteousness” follow (Morris, 138). As Bruce 

says so well, “The person who accepts discipline at the hand of God as something 

designed by his heavenly Father for his good will cease to feel resentful and 

rebellious; he has “calmed and quieted” his soul, which thus provides fertile soil for 

the cultivation of a righteous life, responsive to the will of God.” (346) 
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12:12-17 The Christian’s preparation for the race 

 
In 12:3-11 we learned that pain and troubles are not a sign of God’s anger, 

but of His love (v.6); persecution does not mean that we are God’s enemies, but that 

we are His sons (v.7); and suffering is not pointless, but is designed for our good 

and holiness (v.10). This forms the basis of the exhortation in 12:12-17 where he 

tells us what we need to do to be able to endure God's discipline and what we can do 

to be prepared when trials or sufferings come. 

 

12:12 Therefore, strengthen the hands that are weak and the 
knees that are feeble, 

12:13 and make straight paths for your feet, so that the limb 
which is lame may not be put out of joint, but rather be healed. 

12:14 Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without 
which no one will see the Lord. 

12:15 See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; 
that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many 
be defiled; 

12:16 that there be no immoral or godless person like Esau, who 
sold his own birthright for a single meal. 

12:17 For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to 
inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for 
repentance, though he sought for it with tears. 

 

“Suffering was to be God’s messenger to lead us into, not a place or position, 

but a life and an experience, into fitness for and inner union with the Holiest of All 

. . .” (Murray, The Holiest of All, 493)   

 

Because we know that suffering is for our good and holiness we are to: 

 

1. strengthen our feeble arms and weak knees (Heb 12:12) 

 

2. make level paths for our feet (Heb 12:13) 

 

3. make every effort to live in peace with all men (Heb 12:14)  

 

4. be holy (Heb 12:14) 

 

 

 

in relation to 

ourselves 
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5. see to it that no one misses the grace of God (Heb 12:15) 

 

6. see to it that that no bitter root grows up (Heb 12:15) 

 

7. see to it that no one is sexually immoral (Heb 12:16) 

 

8. see to it that no one is godless (Heb 12:16) 

 

 

1. strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees (Heb 12:12; cf. Isa. 35:3) 

 

The terms describe someone who is disabled and is in spiritual danger of 

collapse. We need to strengthen ourselves inwardly so we have the strength to keep 

running the race. 

 

2. make level paths for your feet (Heb 12:13; cf. Prov. 4:26) 

 

For those whose legs are lame, special attention must be given to the path 

traveled “so that the lame may not be disabled (lit. “dislocated”), but rather 

healed.” (Heb. 12:13b) If we do not remove dangerous obstacles from our paths we 

will stumble, resulting in greater damage to our already weakened condition. This of 

course is figurative of our conduct. If we are spiritually weak, we must take extra 

care not to wander in places where we might stumble. By considering the path ahead 

of us, we will allow time for ourselves to be strengthened.  

 

3. make every effort to live in peace with all men (Heb 12:14; cf. Ro. 

12:18; Matt. 5:9; Mk. 9:50)  

 

Our relationship to God is inseparably bound to our relationship with others. 

We should also do everything in our power (make every effort) to have peaceful 

relationships with others. People are often selfish and abrasive and can be the 

cause of our suffering. Christians should guard themselves from responding in 

hatred, or lashing out in vengeance, gossip, or slander.  

 

Romans 14:19 - So then we pursue the things which make for peace and the 

building up of one another. 

 

Romans 12:18 - If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all 

men. 

 

1 Corinthians 7:15  - “ . . . God has called us to peace.” 

 

in relation to 

others 
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4. be holy (Heb 12:14) 

 

We will not benefit from God's discipline if we constantly yield to sin, 

expose ourselves to temptation, and lead an ungodly life. In such a condition we will 

be so oblivious to God's work that we will not see discipline as discipline when it 

comes. Our devotion, thoughts, and actions should be set apart for God alone. As 

the rest of the verse states, no one will see God if they are not holy.  Those who 

are called into a relationship with a holy God are to be holy themselves. 

 

 We should also notice that “peace” and “holiness” appeared earlier in the 

chapter: 12:10 says, “He disciplines us for our good, so that we may share His 

holiness “, and verse 11 states that “All discipline for the moment seems not to be 

joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields 

the peaceful fruit of righteousness.” Paul tells us in Philippians 2:12-13 to “work out 

your salvation with fear and trembling for it is God who is at work in you, both to 

will and to work for His good pleasure.” Hebrews 13:20-21   says, “Now may the God 

of peace  . . . equip you in every good thing to do His will, working in us that which is 

pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. 

Amen.” 

 

 Since God is working in us, pursuing our peace and holiness,  we are to 

likewise pursue peace and holiness. This is the essence of the Christian life:  God is 

working – therefore we should join Him and pursue what He is trying to accomplish 

in us. 

 

12:15 See to it that no one comes short of the grace of God; that no 
root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be defiled; 

 

5. see to it that no one misses the grace of God (Heb 12:15) 

 

“See to it” has the concept of the oversight or care for others. In the 

context, it speaks of believers caring for other believers. “Falling away” indicates a 

departure from something that someone was once connected with. We are to do all 

that we can to insure that none are excluded from the grace of God.  

 

  God freely gives grace, but often people do not appropriate it. Paul found 

grace to be all sufficient (II Cor. 12:9) and the writer of Hebrews told us to “draw 

near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:11)- our responsibility is to help others find 

grace’s all-sufficiency as well. But more than that, “missing the grace of God” is 

more likely referring to missing the salvation which God’s grace brings. Paul said 

something similar to this in 2 Corinthians 6:1:  “ . . . we also urge you not to receive 
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the grace of God in vain.” Likewise, in Galatians 5:4 he warns, “You have been 

severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen 

from grace.” 

 

 The writer of Hebrews shows the same concern for the readers that he 

exhorts them to do for others. In 4:1 he wants to make sure they don’t miss the 

grace of God either: “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) 

 

6. see to it that that no bitter root grows up (Heb 12:15) 

 

We are also to exercise oversight regarding bitterness. Bitterness can 

spring up and infect the whole church and needs to be guarded against.  

 

The phrase is taken from the words of Moses in Deuteronomy 29:18 where 

he warns the Israelites about their inclination to follow the idolatrous ways of the 

Canaanites, “lest there be a root among you bearing poisonous and bitter fruit”. The 

verb pictures the growth of plants. Though a plant may grow slowly, what is in the 

plant will eventually come out. So it is with bitterness in the community of God. 

Bitterness will certainly affect the whole community. It “grows up to cause trouble 

and defile many.” (Heb. 12:15). Although we should not allow bitterness to spring up 

in our own lives, the exhortation is to watch for it in the lives of others. 

 

7. see to it that no one is sexually immoral (Heb 12:16) 

 

Sexual immorality is also something we need to keep an eye out for in the 

church. The words “sexually immoral” translates the Greek  word pornos (po,rnoj) 
from which we get our word “pornography.” It is a general term including all types 

of sexual immorality – pre-marital sex, bestiality, adultery, etc.. Throughout the 

centuries sexual immorality has plagued the church, weakened and degraded it, and 

has provided a foothold for Satan’s work. 

 

8. see to it that no one is godless (Heb 12:16) 

 

We should also all be aware of godless people in our midst. “Godless” means 

unholy or profane. This is illustrated in the life of Esau. Esau was not spiritually- 

minded but taken up with the things of the world. This became especially obvious 

when he traded his birthright to his brother to satisfy his physical desire for a 

single meal (Gen. 25:29-34).  The birthright was the inheritance right that was 

given to the oldest son. Because Esau couldn’t see beyond his immediate needs, he 

overlooked the importance of his birthright. Though he came to realize the 

foolishness of his decision, it could not be changed.  There is a finality to what we 
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do. If a young man or woman loses their virginity, nothing can ever bring it back. 

The choice that was made stands forever (Barclay). Though God forgives us, our 

foolish acts cannot be undone.  

 

The magnitude of Esau’s mistake is realized when we read the blessing that 

Jacob received in Esau’s place. Isaac, their father, said to Jacob, “may God give you 

of the dew of heaven, of the fatness of the earth, and plenty of grain and wine. Let 

peoples serve you and nations bow down to you. Be master over your brethren and 

let your mother's sons bow down to you. Cursed be everyone who curses you, And 

blessed be those who bless you!" (Gen. 27:27-28). To Esau he said; “Behold, your 

dwelling shall be of the fatness of the earth and of the dew of heaven from above. 

By your sword you shall live and you shall serve your brother; And it shall come to 

pass, when you become restless, that you shall break his yoke from your neck." 

(Gen. 27:31-40).   

 

God forgives all who repent, but if we make provision for sin, the day may 

come when we no longer have the desire for God. 

 

 

12:18-29 THE FIFTH WARNING PASSAGE 
 

Hebrews 12:18 begins the fifth warning passage by comparing and 

contrasting the Israelite’s experience of salvation to ours.  

 

12:18-21 God at Sinai 
 

Verses 18-21 form another practical warning not to be like Esau who 

exchanged innumerable blessings for a single meal. 

 

"Don't be like Esau who sold his inheritance for a single meal (v17) . . . for 

you have not come to a mountain that may be touched . . ." (verse 18).  

 

 

12:18 For you have not come to a mountain that can be touched and to 
a blazing fire, and to darkness and gloom and whirlwind, 

12:19 and to the blast of a trumpet and the sound of words which sound 
was such that those who heard begged that no further word be spoken to 
them. 

12:20 For they could not bear the command, "IF EVEN A BEAST 
TOUCHES THE MOUNTAIN, IT WILL BE STONED." 

12:21 And so terrible was the sight, that Moses said, "I AM FULL OF 
FEAR and trembling." 
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Verse 18 begins the contrast between the Israelite’s experience in meeting 

God to that of the Christian’s experience.  

 

In Deuteronomy 4:11-13 (LXX) Moses tells the people “You came near and 
stood at the foot of the mountain, and the mountain burned with fire to the very 
heart of the heavens: darkness, cloud and thick gloom.  Then the LORD spoke to you 
from the midst of the fire; you heard the sound of words, but you saw no form-- 
only a voice. So He declared to you His covenant which He commanded you to 
perform, that is, the Ten Commandments; and He wrote them on two tablets of 
stone.”  

 

But we did not come to God in this way, we “have come to Mount Zion” 

(12:22).  

 

These two “comings” (coming to Sinai and coming to Zion) form the contrast 

between Israel’s and our experience in approaching God.  

 

The day that God appeared at Mount Sinai is an event unparalleled in Jewish 

history. Though Mount Sinai is not specifically mentioned in verses 18 and 19, it is 

clear in verse 20 that this is what is in view (Ex. 19:10-25; 20:18-21; Deut. 4:10-24). 

Before men could survive the presence of God, they had to prepare themselves 

inwardly and outwardly. They washed their clothes (Ex. 19: 10, 14) symbolizing 

inward cleansing. They also had to remain pure by refraining from sexual relations 

(Ex. 19:15) which according to the law resulted in temporary external defilement 

(Lev. 15:18).  Even if by chance an innocent beast approached, He commanded it to 

be killed: “how much heavier punishment awaited sinners who were conscious of 

their guilt, nay, who knew themselves to be condemned to eternal death by the 

Law?” (Ex. 19:12-13, Calvin, Commentary).  

 

On the third day, after the people’s preparation, God came down upon the 

mountain (Ex. 19:11). Its rugged heights rocked with thunder and crackled with 

lightning which set the mount aflame (Kent, 269). Smoke bellowed into the skies 

like that of a giant furnace and covered the mountain (Ex. 20:21). The ground shook 

violently (Ex. 19:18).  As the mighty flames leaped toward the heavens in a most 

frightening storm, the presence of God descended (Ex. 19:18). 

 

When the Israelites came close to God, they approached what could be 

touched – their experience was tangible, visual (v.18) and auditory (v. 19). Yet all 

that they experienced resulted in fear and even death often followed; even an 

animal that touched the mountain would be stoned (v. 20; cf. Ex. 19:12-13). Though 

God was near, His presence brought absolute terror. Even Moses, the mediator of 
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the Covenant, feared the awesome power displayed at Sinai (Heb. 12:21; Deut. 9:19; 

cf. Acts 7:32) and the people begged him to act as their spokesman rather than 

face the voice of God themselves (Heb. 12:19, 21). God cannot tolerate an unholy 

people but neither could the people endure the presence of a holy God (Heb. 12:20).  

 

This experience is now contrasted to ours. We have not come to a mountain 

that can “be touched” (Heb. 12:18) but we have come to know a greater reality, as 

verses 22-24 explain. 

 

12:22-24 The Christian’s superior position 
 

12:22 But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living 
God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to myriads of angels, 

12:23 to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are 
enrolled in heaven, and to God, the Judge of all, and to the spirits of the 
righteous made perfect, 

12:24 and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the 
sprinkled blood, which speaks better than the blood of Abel. 

 

“But” introduces the great contrast between the experiences of Israel 

(vv18-21) and those who are under the New Covenant in Christ. As Mount Sinai 

physically symbolizes God's dealings with men under the Mosaic covenant, Mount 

Zion symbolizes the final blessings of salvation (Kent, 272). Jerusalem rested on 

Mount Zion and it was the place on earth that God chose to make His dwelling (I Ki. 

14:21), it was the place that He loved (Psa. 78:68 ff.). The prophets spoke of God’s 

deliverance coming to Zion (Isa. 59:20; Zech. 9:9).  

 

Zion is to be the center of rule during the millennium: 

 
Isaiah 2:2-5   2 Now it will come about that In the last days The mountain of the house of 

the LORD Will be established as the chief of the mountains, And will be raised above the hills; And all 

the nations will stream to it.  3 And many peoples will come and say, "Come, let us go up to the mountain 

of the LORD, To the house of the God of Jacob; That He may teach us concerning His ways And that 

we may walk in His paths." For the law will go forth from Zion And the word of the LORD from 

Jerusalem.  4 And He will judge between the nations, And will render decisions for many peoples; And 

they will hammer their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not lift 

up sword against nation, And never again will they learn war.  5 Come, house of Jacob, and let us walk in 

the light of the LORD. 

 

But the Zion the author is referring to is even greater than the earthly one. 

It is generally thought that this Zion is pointing to the eternal kingdom of God. It 

is the final state of all believers. It is in the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the 

living God. This was the city that Abraham and the other patriarchs looked for 

(Heb. 11:10, 16; cf. Rev. 21:2-5). We have come to this city through faith, even 
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though we are not experiencing its blessings fully (in Heb. 13:14 it is called the city 

to come).  

 
 

 Mt. Sinai was a place of terror where people sensed their distance from God, 

feared His voice, and cried “no more;” but within the Christian experience the voice 

we hear is the voice of the sprinkled blood of a Mediator (see verse 24) – “the 

blood of Christ is said to speak better things, because it avails to obtain pardon for 

our sins” (Calvin - Commentary).  

 

 Within the walls of the heavenly Jerusalem resting on Mt. Zion stand 

thousands upon thousands of holy angels joined in joyous celebration (see NIV - 

panhgu,rei isn’t present in all Greek MSS). Both the OT saints (the general 

assembly) and the church is there. The church is pictured on earth though the 

believers in it are enrolled in heaven. It is literally called “the assembly of the 

firstborns” (plural – first born ones) for those in it enjoy the rights and privileges 

of the heavenly inheritance as a firstborn son would on earth (contrast Esau in the 

earlier verses). Even the believers, though still on earth, have their names 

permanently recorded there (cf. Lk. 10:20; Phil. 4:3; Rev. 3:5; 21:27; contrast Rev. 

13:8; 17:8; 20:15). 

 

In coming to the heavenly city, we also come to God who is the Judge of all 

(Gen. 18:25; and reminiscent of Heb. 4:13; 10:30ff.). In the context, however, God’s 

judgments appear to end well as the next phrase “the spirits of righteous men He 

has now made perfect” suggests. The righteous are to be understood in the context 

of Hebrews – the righteous are those whose lives are directed by the faith that 

God approves. 

 

Romans 8 

 

31 What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who 

is against us? 

 32 He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over 

for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things? 

 33 Who will bring a charge against God's elect? God is the one 

who justifies; 

 34 who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, 

yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also 

intercedes for us. 
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Though it is unusual to refer to the departed as spirits, this phrase most 

likely emphasizes the spiritual nature of those who have died (Morris, 142) and the 

freedom from sin they experience.  

 

The climax is reached in reference to Jesus (Heb. 12:24). We have come to 

the heavenly city, we have come to God, we have come to the spirits of the 

righteous, but most importantly we have come to Jesus, the mediator of the New 

Covenant whose blood brings pardon and forgiveness of sin.  

 

12:25-29 The Consequent Responsibility of the Christian 
 

12:25  See to it that you do not refuse Him who is speaking. For if 
those did not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, much 
less will we escape who turn away from Him who warns from heaven.  

 
Superior privileges that Christians have in the New Covenant bring greater 

obligation.  As Calvin says, “the higher the excellency of Christ’s kingdom than the 

dispensation of Moses, and the more glorious our calling than that of the ancient 

people, the more disgraceful and the less excusable is our ingratitude” (Calvin, 

Commentary on Hebrews). God speaks through the blood of Christ and to ignore it 

is to show contempt for the blessings offered. Therefore, we must see to it that 

we do not reject what God has spoken to us (Heb. 12:25a). For if the Israelites “did 
not escape when they refused him who warned them on earth, how much less will 
we, if we turn away from him who warns us from heaven?” (Heb.12:25) 

 

The sin of the Israelites was characterized by rejecting the One who 

warned them.  If the Israelites who refused to listen to God when He spoke from 

Sinai (i.e. “on earth”) did not escape His judgment, how will we escape if we reject 

the One who speaks to us from heaven? None may presume on the grace of God.  

“In other words, even though fear is not a tender, winsome motive to melt 

the heart with love, it is very important that we know what a fearful thing it is to 

spurn those tender, winsome words that the blood of Jesus speaks to the heart. 

Fear may not awaken faith and love directly, but it may so shake us from our love 

affair with things that we can look into the eyes of the One who can” (sermon by John 

Piper, Sept 7, 1997- John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org). 

 

 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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12:26 And His voice shook the earth then, but now He has promised, 
saying, "YET ONCE MORE I WILL SHAKE NOT ONLY THE EARTH, BUT 
ALSO THE HEAVEN." 

 
Earthquakes are often used in Scripture to demonstrate God's awesome 

power. 

 

Before the shaking of heaven and earth, God has appointed smaller 

earthquakes and other calamities as signs of what will come; they are events 

designed to wake the world up and let them know that something greater will 

happen. They are similar to the way contractions and labor pains precede the birth 

of a child and tell us that it's coming.  This particular point is found in Jesus' words 

to the disciples in Matthew 24:7–8. The disciples asked Jesus what will be the sign 

of his coming and the end of the age (v. 3). He answers in verses 6ff.: “You will hear 
of wars and rumors of wars; see that you are not alarmed; for this must take place, 
but the end is not yet. For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against 
kingdom, and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places: all this is but 
the beginning of the birth-pangs.” 

 
Immense disasters, including earthquakes, will increase in the seven year 

tribulation period preceding Christ’s return. 

 
“I looked when He broke the sixth seal, and there was a great earthquake; and the sun 

became black as sackcloth made of hair, and the whole moon became like blood; and the stars of the 
sky fell to the earth, as a fig tree casts its unripe figs when shaken by a great wind.  The sky was split 
apart like a scroll when it is rolled up, and every mountain and island were moved out of their places. 
Then the kings of the earth and the great men and the commanders and the rich and the strong and 
every slave and free man hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains; and they 
said to the mountains and to the rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the presence of Him who sits on 
the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come, and who is 
able to stand?" (Revelation 6:12–17) 

 

Revelation 16:19-20 says, “The great city was split into three parts, and the cities of 

the nations fell. Babylon the great was remembered before God, to give her the cup of the wine of His 
fierce wrath.  And every island fled away, and the mountains were not found.” 

 

Matthew 24:29-30   "But immediately after the tribulation of those days THE SUN 

WILL BE DARKENED, AND THE MOON WILL NOT GIVE ITS LIGHT, AND THE STARS WILL FALL 
from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken.  And then the sign of the Son of Man will 
appear in the sky, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the SON OF MAN 
COMING ON THE CLOUDS OF THE SKY with power and great glory.” 

 

 Likewise Isaiah says, “I will make the heavens tremble, and the earth will be shaken out 
of its place, at the wrath of the Lord of hosts in the day of his fierce anger”  (Isaiah 13:13) and, “The 
foundations of the earth tremble. The earth is utterly broken, the earth is rent asunder, the earth is 
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violently shaken. The earth staggers like a drunken man, it sways like a hut; its transgression lies 

heavy upon it, and it falls, and will not rise again” (Isaiah 24:18–20). 

 

Our imaginations cannot conceive of what it will be like when the stars are 

falling, the skies are rolled up like a scroll, and the foundations of the earth 

collapse and all the islands and the mountains vanish. 

 

[see appendix 14 for more on earthquakes in the Bible] 

 

 

12:27 This expression, "Yet once more," denotes the removing of those 
things which can be shaken, as of created things, so that those things which 
cannot be shaken may remain. 

 
The author now interprets what he wants us to see in the words of Haggai. 

He draws a comparison between what can be shaken and what cannot. All that can 

be shaken will be removed. The shaking of all things will separate the things that 

are temporal from those that are eternal and all that is unholy and impure will be 

sifted out (Matt. 13:41-43; 47-50; 24:37 ff). Mount Sinai, the holy mountain of 

God, will disappear. The city of Jerusalem with its temple as we know it will be gone. 

These things all fit into the category of those things that are created. But the 

kingdom we receive will never vanish (Heb. 12:28). (NOTE: the author does not 

simply say that it will not be shaken, but that it cannot be shaken - Heb. 12:27).  

 

The new heavens and earth (Isa. 66:22; Rev. 21:1) and the new Jerusalem 

(Zech. 14:10 LXX; Rev. 21:2-4) will then replace those things that were removed. 

 

12:28 Therefore, since we receive a kingdom which cannot be shaken, 
let us show gratitude, by which we may offer to God an acceptable service 
with reverence and awe; 

12:29 for our God is a consuming fire. 
 

“Therefore” draws the conclusion to the warning. Because we receive an 

unshakable kingdom, we should express gratitude. 

 

“To be thankful” in verse 28 also has the meaning of receiving grace or favor 

(Acts 2:47; II Cor. 1:15). Either meaning fits well here. We have already been urged 

to go to the throne of grace to receive grace. We should appropriate God's grace 

and then hold on to it, as well as be thankful for through thankfulness we offer 

worship to God.  
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We should worship God with reverence and awe for God is a consuming fire 

(Heb. 12:29; Deut. 4:24). It is easy to be taken up with the love and compassion of 

God and forget His absolute holiness, but the wrath of God is also a dominant 

theme in the Bible. God is not like a great old man who has good intentions but is 

feeble in power. He cannot overlook sin, and to ignore the wrath of God results in 

tremendous peril. 

 

If you trust the promise of his unshakable kingdom, and set your heart on it, 

and lay up treasure in the unshakable kingdom, then the fire of God will consume 

your adversaries and refine your gold (2 Thess. 1:6-9); but if you reject the one 

who speaks from heaven and the blood of Christ, it will consume you. Our God is a 

consuming fire.  


