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1. THE ENCOURAGING WITNESSES IN OUR TRIALS (12:1-4)


The chapter begins by drawing a conclusion from chapter 11, which gives many examples of people who have triumphed by faith. Some obtained triumph and deliverance by faith. Others endured various forms of “defeat” (as the world saw it) in a manner pleasing to God. All obtained a good report through faith. On the basis of these facts, the writer of Hebrews draws the conclusion that we should heed their witness and, like them, endure long and be prepared to die well when death comes.

    A. They Encourage Us To Endure Long (1)


VERSE 1. The witnesses compass us about, or spread around us like spectators in the Olympic Games. They are there not just to watch us, but also to testify about how they triumphed by faith and to encourage us to do the same.


As Dr. Adam Clarke says in his commentary, “the agonistae, or contenders were often greatly animated by the consideration that the eyes of the principal men of their country were fixed upon them; and by this they were induced to make the most extraordinary exertions.” 

These witnesses are called a “cloud of witnesses.” The Greek word used here is the type of cloud which does not have definite borders, so it is impossible to tell where it ends. The idea is that there are so many who have triumphed through faith that it is impossible to count them. So, triumph by faith, though difficult, is not something that only a select few can accomplish.

Moreover, they are called “martyrs.” The basic meaning of the word is “witness,” or someone who gives their testimony to another. In other words, “They are spectators who interpret to us the meaning of our struggle, and who bear testimony to the certainty of our success if we strive lawfully (2 Tim. 2:5);” … widely different from the pitiless throng … at the heathen games.” (Westcott)


With such encouragement in mind we are told to lay aside both weights and sin and to run with patience the race that is set before us. To “lay aside” means to put off like a robe, and “weight,” especially in this verse, means a burdensome load. The basic idea seems to be anything which causes an emotional weight or burden on our heart -- the cares of this world. These may include the desire for an untroubled life, the quest for money, the burden of loneliness, and so on.


“Sin” refers to the indwelling sin, “the lust which so possesses all of us that we feel that we are held by its snares on every side.” (Calvin)


We are told that this sin “easily besets us,” which literally means that it “skillfully besets us.” It comes from three Greek words combined into one: well, plus about, plus to stand, and means “the sin that stands well, or is favorably situated, ever surrounding the person, and soliciting his acquiescence [agreement].” (Clarke)


We could think of it in various ways. Some compare it to the stone wall of the amphitheater which encloses the person in the arena and keeps him from escaping. Others compare it to the long robes worn in that day which clung to a person and hindered their movements, especially in an athletic contest.


But regardless of the image, it is “The well circumstanced sin; that which has everything in its favor, time and place, and opportunity; the heart and the object; and a sin in which all these things frequently occur, and consequently the transgression is frequently committed.” (Clarke)


We are told to run with patience the race that is set before us. The Greek word for endurance (patience – KJV) means to stand firm (or ‘remain’ or ‘abide’) under great pressure and is often used to show us that we must continue in the faith till the end in spite of great pressure to quit. As Clarke puts it, “the prize is ineffably great; and, if we lose it, it is not a simple loss, for the whole soul perishes.”


This is an exhortation both to those who have true faith -- the kind which endures -- and to those who only seem to have true faith. This second type of person falls away and does not endure the trials of the Christian life. The writer of Hebrews told his readers that he was confident that they were the type of people who continue in the faith, even though he talked to them as if they might not be: “But, beloved, we are persuaded better things of you, and things that accompany salvation, though we thus speak.” (Hebrews 6:9).

    B. They Encourage Us To Die Well (2-4)


VERSE 2. Jesus is called the author and finisher (or ‘founder & perfecter’ - ESV) of our faith -- or the one who not only begins our faith but also brings it to a successful conclusion. “Author [Founder – ESV], signifies in general captain or leader, or the first inventor of a thing; ... But the reference seems to be here to the ... judge in the games, whose business it was to admit the contenders, and to give the prize to the conqueror. Jesus is here represented as this officer; every Christian is a contender in this race of life, and for eternal life.” (Clarke)


Since Jesus is the one who both begins and finishes our faith, we should understand that this is the supernatural, transforming faith given from God “perfect in realization and in effect” (Westcott). In other words, it is not man-centered, does not originate from man, and man by himself cannot bring it to a successful conclusion.


The second verse also tells us that Jesus endured “for the joy that was set before him.” This was the joy of doing the Father's will. 

“This [promise of joy] did so cheer and strengthen him, that with unexpressible patience he cheerfully endured the cross, with all the concomitants of it, the sorrows in his soul, the torturing pains in his body, of buffetings, smitings, piercings of thorns, tearing his flesh with scourges, boring of his hands and feet with nails, with all the evils that either the malice or rage of devils or men could inflict on him; he was neither weary of his burden, nor shrinking from nor fainting under it. With what invincible meekness and passive fortitude did he undergo all that was foretold of him! Isa 53.” (Pool)


He not only endured the cross, but also despised the shame (or considered it a light thing) “slighting and casting out of his thoughts all the disgrace poured on him by his enemies, both in his mind and his action contemning all the blasphemies, taunts, reproaches, and shameful carriages of sinners to him, suffering without any emotion all their indignities, even in the midst of the most shameful death itself. Phil 2:6-8, though he was the most innocent as well as the most excellent person in all the world.” (Pool)


Through his endurance Christ has “set down at the right hand of God.” Paul tells us that “If we suffer with him, we shall also reign with him.” (Romans 8:17). And James also encourages us to endure by citing the example of Job; “You have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful and of tender mercy.” (James 5:11).


VERSE 3. We are therefore told to consider Jesus. The word “consider” means a careful estimate or analysis. As Westcott puts it, “The writer seems to say 'Consider Christ, reckoning up His sufferings point by point, going over them again and again, not the sufferings on the Cross only, but all that led up to it.'” In other words, “Attentively observe and analyze every part of his conduct, enter into his spirit, examine his motives and object, and remember that, as he acted, ye are called to act; he will furnish you with the same Spirit, and will support you with the same strength.” (Clarke)


VERSE 4. Our sufferings are insignificant in comparison to Christ's, so we are exhorted not to become weary:  “Here is a continued allusion to the contenders in the Grecian games, who, when exhausted in bodily strength and courage, yielded the palm to their opponents, and were said ... to be weary or exhausted; ... to be dissolved, disheartened, or to have lost all bravery and courage.” (Clarke)


The word “struggle [striving – KJV]” has particular reference to boxing, and the previous images had to do mainly with running. So the writer wants us to recognize that weariness comes both by our own necessary efforts and by the assaults of our opponents. Both forms of weariness must be endured and overcome.

     “The persecutions we undergo for the Gospel ... are remedies to destroy sin. Therefore whether He is healing our vices or whether He is preventing us before we sin, He is exercising us in the struggle against sin which the apostle mentions. Indeed the Son of God pays us this honor that He does not reckon the things we suffer for His Gospel as the penalties of sin.” (Calvin)


“We must bear in mind that those whom he is addressing here have gladly suffered the loss of their goods and have endured many reproaches. Yet he accuses them of laziness because they have grown tired half-way through the contest and have not gone on energetically right to the death.” (Calvin)

2. THE MEANING OF OUR TRIALS (12:5-13)


As the preceding 4 verses encourage us to learn how to face our trials by the example of others, especially Jesus, so verses 5 to 13 encourage us to learn by precept how to face our trials by understanding their true nature.

     A. They Strengthen Your Father / Son Bond With God (5-9)


VERSE 5. Verse 5 tells us we have forgotten the Scriptural exhortation to us about our trials. This can also be read as a question: “Have you forgotten the exhortation?”


The writer of Hebrews quotes from Proverbs 3:11-12. There is also a similar passage in Job 5:17-27, especially verses 17-18. The Job passage emphasizes the deliverance of God; the Proverbs passage emphasizes the love of God.


God speaks to us as sons, asking us not to despise his chastening. The word has been translated to “regard lightly,” to “slight,” to “undervalue,” to “be angry, or to “neglect.” Taking it in this last sense, Clarke says,

“‘Do not neglect the correction of the Lord.’ That man neglects correction, and profits not by it, who does not see the hand of God in it; or, in other words, does not fear the rod and him who hath appointed it, and consequently does not humble himself under the mighty hand of God, deplore his sin, deprecate divine judgment [i.e., try to turn it away by prayer], and pray for mercy.”


And, taking it in the sense of being angry, Calvin says, “If the scourges of God bear witness of His love towards us, it is not right for us to dislike or to hate them.”


The negative things that happen to us, including the things we do not deserve, are sent to increase grace in our life. Through faith, it must be understood that God treats sons as sons. As Peake says, “If God did not trouble to chasten them, it would be because He did not regard them as His true children, and felt no responsibility for their upbringing.” (Peake, CB)


It was because of Christ's personal involvement in suffering that we were exhorted earlier (verse 3) to “consider him.” He understands and cares deeply about our family problems, our friendship problems, our problems at work, and our physical, emotional, and spiritual problems, because he had problems in all these areas.


In addition to caring, verses 5-13 are telling us that he is also doing something positive through our sufferings, and we need to cooperate with it.


“God offers Himself as a Father to all who endure His correction. Those who kick against it as wild horses do, or who obstinately resist it have no place in this order. In short he says that the corrections of God are only those of a Father when we submit obediently to Him.” (Calvin)


VERSE 6. In this regard, the combination of words used in verses 5 & 6 are quite significant. He calls our trials “chastening [KJV]” (literally, “child training” -- paideia, in the Greek). This is a very fatherly, tender image. Then switching immediately to an image which is much harsher, he calls our trials a “scourging [KJV].” This same word is used in John 19:1 for the scourging the Lord received, and in Hebrews 11:36 for the scourging the exemplary saints received and bore with faith.


Though the words seem out of harmony with one another, they should be thought of, especially in this context, as being related as the particular (scourging) to the general (child training). Thayer, in his Greek dictionary, tells us that paideia refers to “the whole training and education of children (which relates to the cultivation of mind and morals, and employs for this purpose, now commands and admonitions, now reproof and punishment ... it includes also the care and training of the body.”)


We are to understand that, though our trial is as severe emotionally as a scourging is to the body, nevertheless it falls into the category of “child training” and we should not allow it to drive us away from God.


VERSE 7. God tells us that this child training proves that we are sons. He further says that there is no son who is without discipline. There are no exceptions. “From the common practice of men he reasons that it is not fitting for the sons of God to be free from the discipline of the Cross. If no man, at least of prudence and sound judgment, can be found who does not correct his children, since they cannot be led to real virtue without discipline, how much less will God, who is the best and wisest father, neglect so necessary a remedy? ... We reject all the grace of God when we want to avoid His chastisement.” (Calvin)


VERSE 8-9. In verse 8 the writer asserts the negative side of the previous truth: if you are without discipline you are not a son. In verse 9 we are told that if we gave respect to our earthly fathers who child trained us then we should also give respect to the Father of Spirits and live.


Clarke says that the promise that we shall live by being subject to the Father

“alludes to the punishment of the stubborn and rebellious son, Deut. 21.18-21: ‘If a man have a stubborn and rebellious son, which will not obey the voice of his father, or the voice of his mother, and [that], when they have chastened him, will not hearken unto them: Then shall his father and his mother lay hold on him, and bring him out unto the elders of his city, and unto the gate of his place; And they shall say unto the elders of his city, This our son [is] stubborn and rebellious, he will not obey our voice; [he is] a glutton, and a drunkard. And all the men of his city shall stone him with stones, that he DIE.’ Had he been subject to his earthly parents, he would have lived; because not subject, he dies. If we be subject to our heavenly Father, we shall LIVE, and be partakers of his holiness; if not, we shall DIE, and be treated as bastards and not sons.”


So, “True life comes from complete self-surrender.” (Westcott). Likewise, Calvin says, “We are reminded by this that nothing is more fatal to us than to refuse to give ourselves in obedience to God.”


Our desire to escape discipline not only comes from the pain of the training, but also from the fear that it will not end and cannot end. This fear is dealt with by implication in verse 10 in the words, “for a few days.” Clarke points out that “God delights not in the rod; judgment is his strange work. [Isaiah 28:21].”
     B. They Increase Your Holiness (10)


VERSE 10. Another fear is clearly dealt with in the last half of verse 10. We feel that a discipline which we cannot understand is meaningless. But God says it is for our profit. We try to attach meaning to it by looking for guilt which God (we think) is trying to uncover. Often we do not find anything, or when we think we have found something and confess it, we are dismayed that the affliction continues. We know from the latter half of this verse (and from many others) that the goal of discipline is to be made “partakers of his holiness.” What we do not understand is that forsaking sin is only one means to holiness. God may not be after a particular sin in a given affliction. The story of Job tells us that truth. During a time of affliction God stirs us up to use various graces which may otherwise stay poorly developed. Often this is the chief or only reason for the affliction.

Israel failed to understand this in the wilderness: “They soon forgot his works; they waited not for his counsel:” (Psalms 106:13).


We should also note that affliction causes us to be “partakers of his holiness.” It therefore improves us at the core of our beings. The thing that tears us apart inside actually restructures us morally. It is somewhat the same process which a pupa undergoes in the cocoon. During its transformation hormones are released which cause its various parts grow and differentiate to suit its life as a butterfly. Our graces undergo similar development.

Of course, we too will experience in our body a marvelous transformation which far surpasses anything a butterfly will experience (1 Corinthians 15). Our body will then become the perfect instrument for the transformed soul which God is producing in us step-by-step and affliction-by-affliction.

     C. They Bring Peace (11-13)

VERSE 11. It is with such facts in mind that we should pay particular heed to two things from verse 11: the phrase “for the present [or for the moment - ESV]” and the word “nevertheless [or ‘but’ - ESV].”


God wants us to understand that regardless of how long and drawn out our afflictions are, they are not forever; they are only for the present. He also wants us to understand that though they do not seem joyous nevertheless they do produce something which gives peace to the soul. They are limited and they are profitable.


Consider Clarke's comments: “Neither correction, wholesome restraint, domestic regulations, nor gymnastic discipline, are pleasant to them that are thus exercised; but it is by these means that obedient children, scholars, and great men are made. He who does not bear the yoke of Christ is good for nothing to others, and never gains rest to his own soul.”


We are promised “the peaceable fruit of righteousness” -- not just righteousness, but righteousness plus peace. The two cannot be separated, because righteousness is said to be a “peaceable fruit.” Its nature is peaceable. We need such reassurance, because as Calvin points out, “He calls it peaceable because we are afraid and disturbed by our adversity. We are tempted by our impatience which is always restless.”


VERSE 12. The writer understands the emotional drain caused by difficult circumstances and vividly describes our reaction to it in the words of verse 12. He speaks of “hanging [drooping- ESV] hands” and “feeble [weak – ESV] knees.” Such reactions are produced by the notion that God has left us.


VERSE 13. He exhorts us in verse 13 to make straight paths for our feet. The contrast is to a winding or crooked path or one which is rough or overgrown. This preparation of the path is to be done “lest that which is lame (literally, dislocated or put out of joint) be turned out of the way.” Rather we are to “let it be healed” (cured).

     The apostle therefore warns us to take pains early to remedy any halting, because, if we indulge it, it will turn us at last far from God.” (Calvin)
     Do you know what these negative emotions do to your spirit, and mind, and body? Then why do you get upset with God for asking you to let holy emotions dominate?
3. The SAFEGUARDS IN OUR TRIALS:
    PEACE, HOLINESS, AND REVERENCE (12:14-29)

     A. Peace: (12:14 a)


    VERSE 14. This “halting” in verse 13 is immediately contrasted in verse 14 with the words “follow peace,” or “pursue it, or chase it.” Westcott says that this word “marks the eagerness and constancy of the pursuit.”


Clarke says, “pursue peace with the same care, attention, and diligence, as beasts do their game; follow it through all places; trace it through all winding circumstances; and have it with all men, if you can with a safe conscience.”

    B. Holiness: (12:14 b -17)


We are also to make an eager pursuit after holiness, (purity in the Greek). This is the same word used in verse 10 to describe the outcome of God's child training, by which we become “partakers of his holiness (purity).” This pursuit can only come from a heart that desires purity more than relief from pain. We are reminded of Jesus' words, “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.” (Matthew 5:6). Only a desire comparable to hunger and thirst (those 2 basic, fundamental, overpowering desires that operate when all other desires have lost their power over a person) can keep one going in pursuit of purity. We are reminded, too, of Matthew 5:8, “Blessed are the pure (‘clean’) in heart: for they shall see God.” The word used in the Matthew passage is a synonym of the one used in the Hebrews passage.


VERSE 15. In verse 15, ‘looking diligently [or see to it - ESV],’ “notes a very strict and severe inspecting themselves,” (Pool)


The next phrase, “lest any man fail,” as Westcott notes, “seems to be that of falling behind, not keeping pace with the movement of divine grace which meets and stirs the progress of the Christian (see verse 11). The present participle describes a continuous state and not a single defection.”


He also says, “The construction ... marks a 'falling back' from that with which some connection exists, implying a moral separation.”


And Clarke notes, “It is not the falling from a work of grace in their own souls, but from the gospel, to apostatize from which they had now many temptations; and to guard them against this, the whole epistle was written.”


In the latter half of verse 15 the writer warns them against any “root of bitterness.” This may be a bitter (poisonous) doctrine or a bitter (poisonous) person, such as Esau in the next verse, but the two can hardly be separated from one another since people proclaim doctrine and otherwise spread evil influence.


And Calvin adds the following comments: “I have no doubt that he is referring to the passage of Moses in Deut. 29. [29:18 - “a root that bears gall and wormwood”] [“poisonful herb” - margin of Deuteronomy]. After he had proclaimed the Law Moses told the people to take care that no root or seed of wormwood should sprout among the people of God … because hypocrites and unbelievers are always mixed in with the good, but whenever they break out they ought to be cut back so that their growth does not choke the good seed.”


Also notice the words “springing up” in verse 15. “The seed, the root, lies hidden and reveals its power slowly ... (Luke 8:6, 8).” (Westcott). This slow process requires constant diligence to detect before damage is done.


The phrase “trouble you” means to “crowd in,” or to “annoy.”

“This alludes to the effects of poison taken into the body: the whole animal system is disturbed; sometimes violent reachings, great disturbances through the whole alimentary canal, together with the most fatal changes in the whole sanguineous system, are the consequences of poison taken into the stomach. The blood itself (the principle, under God, of life) becomes putrescent; and probably to this the intelligent apostle alludes when he says, and thereby many be defiled, ... corrupted or contaminated.” (Clarke)


“Bad example and false teaching have corrupted thousands, and are still making desolation in the world and in the church.” (Clarke)


VERSE 16. Verse 16 warns us in particular against two types of persons: fornicators and profane persons. “This properly interprets the root of bitterness before, by two special fruits of it.” (Pool)


Jewish tradition applies “fornicator [sexually immoral - ESV]” to Esau, but he is noted in Scripture for his profaneness, not fornication. So, it is possible that this refers to “any licentious person who would turn the gospel of the grace of God into lasciviousness.” (Clarke) [see Jude 4]. Nevertheless, Esau’s marriage to pagan foreign wives may be “fornication,” (spiritually, if nothing else – Deuteronomy 7:1-4; Ezra 9 & 10; Leviticus 20:5; Judges 8:33; Jeremiah 3:9).


As for the phrase, “profane person [unholy - ESV],” Pool says he is “one who had a bitter frame of spirit against the first table [the first 4 of the ten commandments], one of impure mind to God-ward, opposite to godliness, who neglects and spurns at holy things, rolling itself in its own pleasures, riches, honours, with a despising of God, his grace, and glory, 1 Tim. 1.9; 4.7, 20; 2 Tim 2.16.”


Such profane people are like the dog that returns to its vomit or the sow that returns to wallowing in the mire. [Proverbs 26:11 & 2 Peter 2:22]


A televised nature program some years ago showed just such a spirit in another part of the animal world. Some bears living near the sea shore found a decomposing whale carcass. After they had eaten their fill they rolled themselves in the rotting flesh until they were covered with a thick, slimy, gray covering. They behaved like cats rolling in catnip. Even after they were covered with it they kept returning to it to continue their rolling. So does the profane person.

But as this applies to Esau in particular, he “is here termed profane, because he so far disregarded the spiritual advantages connected with his rights of primogeniture, that he alienated the whole for a single mess of pottage.” (Clarke)


Clarke says, “The word bebalos, which we translate profane, is compounded of ‘be,’ which in composition has a negative signification, and ‘balos,’ the threshold of a temple or sacred edifice; and was applied to those who were not initiated into the sacred mysteries, or who were despisers of sacred things, and consequently were to be denied admittance to the temple, and were not permitted to assist at holy rites. Indeed, among the Greeks bebalos signified any thing or person which was not consecrated to the gods.” He had not crossed the sacred threshold.

“The profane, therefore are those in whom the love of the world so holds sway and prevails, that they forget heaven as men who are carried away by ambition, addicted to money and riches, given over to gluttony, and entangled with other kinds of pleasures, and give the spiritual kingdom of Christ either no place or the last place in their concerns.” (Calvin)


“The first-born, in patriarchal times, 1. Had a right to the priesthood, Exod. 22:29. 2. And a double portion of all the father's possessions, Deut 21. 17.  3. And was lord over his brethren, Gen. 27. 29, 37; 49:3. 4. And in the family of Abraham the first-born was the very source whence the Messiah as the Redeemer of the world and the church of God, were to spring. Farther, 5. The first-born had the right of conveying especial blessings and privileges when he came to die. See the case of Isaac and his two sons, Jacob and Esau, in the history to which the apostle alludes, Gen 27; and that of Jacob and his twelve sons, Gen 49. In short, the rights of primogeniture were among the most noble, honourable, and spiritual in the ancient world.” (Clarke)


VERSE 17. In verse 17 we see the devastating results of his profane spirit. “The consequences of Esau's act reached farther than he had cared to look (even afterward). ... [he had an] impulsive disregard of divine things ... He paid no heed to his own act ... He had sold the right of the first-born and yet, as if that were a trivial thing, he claimed to inherit the blessing which belonged to it. ... He asserted the prerogative of birth, a gift of God, when he had himself recklessly surrendered it.” (Westcott)


But notice, “It was this 'blessing' and not 'repentance' which, according to the moving story in Gen 27:34-38, Esau sought with tears.” (Peake, CB)


“Here metanoia [repentance] is not to be taken in a theological sense, as implying contrition for sin, but merely change of mind or purpose.” (Clarke)


“ 'A place of repentance' is an opportunity for changing a former decision so that the consequences which would have followed from it if persisted in follow no longer.” (Westcott)


[Thus Roman slaves could take advantage of the legal concept of the “place of repentance” (locus poenitentiae) by paying ten aurei to his master on three successive days, or just ten on the third day if the first two were refused - Westcott]


But this was not available to Esau. “No energy of sorrow or self-condemnation, however sincere, could restore to him the prerogative of the first born.” (Westcott)

    C. Reverence: (12:18-29)


VERSE 18. Verse 18 introduces us to both a contrast and a comparison. The contrast is between Mount Sinai and Mount Zion, and the comparison is between Old Covenant reverence and New Covenant reverence.


Verse 18 mentions the mount that can be touched (literally “being touched”). This is Mount Sinai.
“Some contend that it should be translated ... thunderstruck; this sense would agree well enough with the scope of the place. … They could not endure that which was commanded … [And even Moses] said, I exceedingly fear and tremble.” (Clarke)


Verse 18 also tells us that this mountain burned with fire. As Westcott puts it, “The mountain is lost in the fire and smoke. It was, so to speak, no longer a mountain. It becomes a manifestation of terrible majesty, a symbol of the Divine Presence.”


VERSE 19. Verse 19 mentions the “sound of a trumpet” and a “voice of words” which no one could bear to hear, including Moses, as verse 21 reveals. This and the rest of the material in verses 18-21 is derived from Exodus 19:1 - 20:21; & Deuteronomy 4:10-15; 5:22-33.


Some believe that Mount Sinai was on one end or the other of a granite ridge in the southern part of the Sinai Peninsula. If so, this was not dirt, but granite which was shaking. Apparently the shaking, which Exodus 19:18 describes as “violent shaking” (New American Standard Version), was so great that the surrounding hills were also affected: Psalm 114:4 says that “The mountains skipped like rams, the hills like lambs.” Judges 5:5 says that “the mountains melted from before the Lord;” and Psalm 18:7; 29:6; and Habakkuk 3:6 seem to borrow language from this event to describe other devastating acts of the Lord.


This was a sustained earthquake combined with devouring fire, smoke, thunder, lightning, unbearable noise from the trumpet growing louder and louder, and the terrifying voice of God giving the ten commandments to the Hebrews in their own language.

              VERSE 20-21. They could not endure it, says verse 20. When God appeared as Judge nothing could come near him, not even an animal.


VERSE 22. In verse 22 the contrast between Sinai and Zion begins. Calvin says, “The glory of God shows itself more clearly in the Gospel than in the Law, and ... the calling of God today is in friendship when previously it held nothing but sheer terror.”


VERSE 23. The phrase “general assembly” means “an assembly collected on festive occasions. It is applied to the assembly of the Grecian states at their national games, Olympic, Isthmian, &c.” (Clarke). Strong calls it “universal companionship.”

In the word “firstborn” we also have a reminder of Esau, who was the firstborn, but sacrificed his rights to that distinction. Here is a whole assembly of firstborn, none of whom sacrificed this right. Again, we are encouraged by example.


“The spirits of the just men made perfect, or the righteous perfect, are the full grown Christians; those who are justified by the blood and sanctified by the Spirit of Christ.” (Clarke)


VERSE 24. Commentators have offered several plausible interpretations of verse 24. In the interest of brevity I will offer the interpretation that seems to be the most plausible in my opinion. Hebrews 12:24 literally says, “And to Jesus, mediator of a new covenant; and to the blood of sprinkling, speaking better than Abel” (Darby). The phrase “blood of Able” is not in the Greek. So it seems that this verse tells us that the blood of sprinkling speaks better than Able is ‘able’ to speak. So how did Able speak? He spoke through his sacrifice. In this connection, notice Hebrews 11:4 which tells us that Able had an excellent sacrifice – a sacrifice affirmed by God as excellent – and through it an excellent testimony. “He being dead yet speaks.” So Able speaks through his sacrifice, and Christ’s “blood of sprinkling” speaks even better. The underlying contrast is between an excellent sacrifice (Able’s) which showed that he was righteous and a more excellent sacrifice (Christ’s “blood of sprinkling”) which cleanses and makes righteous those who enter into the New Covenant.

VERSE 25. In the latter half of verse 25 the testimony of the blood of sprinkling begins to be more clearly identified with the testimony of Jesus himself. There we read that those who refused the one who spoke on earth did not escape, and much more those who refuse the one who speaks from heaven will not escape.


VERSE 26. In verse 26 this transition in the image is completed with the mention that his voice shook the earth. Here, it seems that Jesus is identified as the one who came down on Sinai.


VERSE 27. The commentators have various opinions about what the final shaking in verses 26-27 involves. The last days began with the coming of Christ (Hebrews 1:2; Acts 2:17; 1 Peter 1:20; 1 John 2:18) so the particular emphasis probably is on the final day of judgment. But preparation for this final shaking may have began with the overthrow of the Persian kingdom foretold in Haggai 2 (Peake).

VERSE 28. Verse 28 says that the kingdom which we are receiving cannot be moved - “this kingdom is described as ‘immovable’ ... and not simply as 'not moved' in the crisis which the Apostle pictures.” (Westcott)


We are to serve God acceptably - “In such a way as to please him well. And the offering, with which he is well pleased, he will graciously accept; and if he accept our service, his Spirit will testify in our conscience that our ways please him.” (Clarke)


We must also serve with reverence - Strong defines it as having “downcast eyes ... bashfulness ... modesty ... awe: - reverence, shamefacedness.”


Lit, “with shame” - arising from a deep consciousness of our own unworthiness.” (Wesley, OVNTC)


“We should never forget that we have sinned, and that God is a consuming fire. (Clarke)


VERSE 29. The reason for such attitudes is given in verse 29: “For our God is a consuming fire” - “He seems to have borrowed this sentence from Deut. 4.” (Calvin) [Deuteronomy 4:24]


“He purifies by burning up all that is base in those who serve Him, and all that is unfit to abide in His Presence: Mal 3:2 f (Is 4:4); Mal 4:1. Comp Mt 3:12.” (Westcott)


“Sin under the gospel is as abominable in God's sight as it was under the Law; and ... the man who does not labour to serve God with the principle and in the way already prescribed, will find that fire to consume him which would otherwise have consumed his sin.” (Clarke)
