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Lesson 5 Hebrews 12-13 Commentary 

12:1. Therefore we are surrounded. The word therefore signals a turn from 
examples to exhortation, showing us how to concretely apply the lesson on 
faith just given. As usual, the author includes himself in the exhortation by 
using the pronoun we. The whole section revolves around the image of the 
Christian life as an athletic contest, specifically a race—one of the favorite 
images of St. Paul. As we run this race, we are surrounded by a great cloud of 
witnesses, as if filling the stands of a huge sports arena. They are the saints of 
the old covenant (now joined by those of the new covenant), who are rooting 
for us and passionately interested in the outcome of our lives. In chapter 11 
God was said to “bear witness” to them (11:2, 4, 5, 39); here they themselves 
are “witnesses”—not in the sense of being spectators but in the sense that they 
testify to the faithfulness of God. The Greek word for “witnesses” (martyres) 
later came to refer to those who give the ultimate testimony of shedding their 
blood for Christ (see Acts 22:20; Rev 2:13). 

This great contest calls for a decisive response: first, to rid ourselves of every 
burden. Stripped of encumbrances, we are better able to persevere in running 
the race that lies before us. Perseverance, or endurance, is one of the essential 
qualities in the Christian life (see 10:36), both for individuals and for 
communities. It is the quality most often mentioned by the risen Jesus in 
commending the churches of Asia (Rev 2:2–3, 19; 3:10). This implies that the 
pilgrimage of faith is not a sprint but a distance race that will include some 
long, uphill climbs and stretches of rough terrain. 1 

12:2. Looking to Jesus. As Olympic athletes totally focus their attention on 
the finish line, so we are to keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, the runner who has 
reached the goal ahead of us (see 2:10). Stephen literally did so as he was 

 
1 Healy, M. (2016). Hebrews (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.; pp. 258–259). Baker 
Academic: A Division of Baker Publishing Group. 
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being stoned (Acts 7:55). The titles given to Jesus here, leader and perfecter 
are rooted in the words “beginning” and “end” and imply that Jesus is the one 
who has blazed the trail of faith before us (as in 2:10) and will one day bring 
our faith to perfection (as in 10:14; see Phil 1:6). Although as God’s Son he 
had a totally unique relationship to God, characterized by knowledge rather 
than faith (see Matt 11:27; John 1:18; 6:46), as man he was “like his brothers 
in every way” (2:17). He knew the human experience of darkness, temptation, 
and anguish (4:15; 5:7; see Mark 14:36), yet his whole life embodied trust in 
the Father (see Matt 27:43) (Ibid. Healy p. 260) 

As relates to personal devotion, “Very likely there will be times, when alone 
in front of a crucifix, you find tears coming to your eyes. Don’t try to hold 
them back.… But try to ensure that those tears give rise to making a 
resolution” (St J. Escrivá, The Way of the Cross, XI, 1).2 

12:4. In your struggle. Following Christ’s example, Christians should 
struggle to avoid sin; they should put up with tribulation and persecution 
because if such adversity arises it means that the Lord permits it for our good. 
It is as if the writer were saying, “God is disciplining you as a Father 
disciplines his children. But you are children of God and therefore your 
attitude should be one of abandonment to his will even when it seems hard. 
That is the way a Father brings up his children.” (Ibid. Scepter p. 133) 

12:5. My son do not regard lightly. Most Christians are aware, at least on a 
theoretical level, that suffering is an unavoidable part of Christian life—and of 
human life. Yet we tend to be taken aback and disheartened when we actually 
encounter it. Here, Hebrews is showing the right way to understand our 
sufferings: they are the discipline of a loving Father, who is preparing us to 
share in his own divine glory. Suffering is training in sonship. Rather than 
being discouraged, we should be thrilled, as Jesus said in the Gospel: “Blessed 

 
2 The Letter to the Hebrews (p. 131). (2005). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 
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are you when people hate you, and when they exclude and insult you, and 
denounce your name as evil on account of the Son of Man. Rejoice and leap 
for joy on that day!” (Luke 6:22–23). 

Here we should probably take a step back to remember and understand that 
although the key word used throughout this section is “sons” it is not gender 
specific but inclusive, of course, pertaining to both sons and daughters.  

The author has spent much time talking about the passion and exaltation of 
Christ, boldly affirming that Jesus was made “perfect through suffering” 
(2:10) and that “he learned obedience from what he suffered” (5:8). It was 
Jesus’ filial trust and obedience in the face of unbearable suffering that refined 
his human nature to infinite perfection. Now Hebrews shows more concretely 
how Jesus’ perfection relates to us. Redemption is not a mere paying of a 
price on our behalf, a kind of commercial exchange; rather, Jesus is the 
“leader,” the pioneer, who is “bringing many children to glory” (2:10) through 
our union with him in his passage from suffering to glory. Paul took every 
occasion to teach this principle: we are “heirs of God and joint heirs with 
Christ, if only we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him” 
(Rom 8:17; see Phil 3:10–11; 1 Pet 1:6; 5:10). (Ibid. Healy pp 262-263) 

12:5–11. Have you forgotten.  Suffering is a sign of God’s paternal love for 
us; it proves that we really are his children and he is taking time to teach or 
discipline 

This teaching on discipline is supported by the quotation from Proverbs 3:11–
12, taken from a long discourse in which a father exhorts his son to acquire 
true wisdom. In the present passage the father is identified with God and we 
with the sons whom he is addressing. 

The term “discipline” which appears so much in this passage does not convey 
the full richness of the original Greek word, paideia, which has to do with the 
educational upbringing of child by parent, of pupil by teacher, and also the 
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punishment meted out in this context. Adversity and suffering are a sign that 
this divine teaching method is at work: God uses them to educate us and 
discipline us. “You suffer in this present life, which is a dream, a short dream. 
Rejoice, because your Father-God loves you so much, and if you put no 
obstacles in his way, after this bad dream he will give you a good awakening” 
(St Josemaría Escrivá, The Way, 692). If we were illegitimate children he 
would not bother to educate us; but because we are true sons he disciplines us, 
to make us worthy of bearing his name. “Everything that comes to us from 
God,” an ancient writer reminds us, “and that we initially see as beneficial or 
disadvantageous, is sent to us by a father who is full of tenderness and by the 
wisest of physicians, with our good in mind” (Cassian, Collationes, 7, 28). 
(Ibid. Scepter p. 133) (See Handout – Discipline) 

12:12–13. Therefore lift your drooping hands. The author uses a quotation 
from Isaiah (Is 35:3) in which drooping hands and weak knees indicate moral 
decline (cf. 2 Sam 2:7; 4:1; Jer 47:3). He then goes on to use words from 
Proverbs 4:26 to encourage right living: “make straight steps with your feet”: 
if the Christian perseveres in his efforts even if he is somewhat “lame”, that is, 
even if he is someone whose faith is weak and is in danger of apostasy, he will 
be able to return to fitness in spite of everything. (Ibid. Scepter p. 134) 

12:14. Strive for peace.  The two lines of verse 14 recall two of the 
Beatitudes, in inverse order: “Blessed are the clean of heart, for they will see 
God. Blessed are the peacemakers …” (Matt 5:8–9). First, strive for peace 
with everyone. Peace in the biblical sense is not a mere absence of conflict but 
full harmony in relationships with others. Such peace, in ourselves and in the 
church, is the fruit of God’s fatherly discipline (v. 11). 

Second, we must pursue that holiness without which no one will see the Lord. 
We have already been made holy by Christ’s blood, shed on the cross (9:14; 
10:10), but here the point is that we must allow that holiness to pervade and 
transform every aspect of our lives. Holiness is not just a matter of avoiding 
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sin. One needs to cultivate virtue and to desire to attain holiness with the help 
of grace. Holiness or Christian perfection, is the common goal of all Christ’s 
disciples. Salvation and holiness are really one and the same thing, for only 
saints can obtain entry into the presence of God: only those who are holy can 
see the Holy One. 

The same paradox appears in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians: “you who 
have been made holy in Christ Jesus, called to be holy” (1 Cor 1:2, literal 
translation). Both Hebrews and Paul are saying, in effect: Christians, become 
what you are! (Ibid. Healy pp. 268-269) 

Going Deeper.  

That no one be immoral or irreligious like Esau. 

In Chapter 12:16-17, the author highlights what is at stake by 
bringing out the counterexample of Esau, an exact contrast to the 
heroes of faith in chapter 11. Esau is the classic biblical example of 
a person who forfeited what is truly valuable for the sake of instant, 
short-term gratification. Genesis 25:29–34 recounts how Esau, 
coming in from the field one day, craved some of his brother 
Jacob’s stew and agreed to give up his birthright—his right as 
firstborn to the greater share of the inheritance—in exchange for it. 
Esau thus appears as a man enslaved to his own appetites, who sold 
his birthright for a single meal. Hebrews calls him profane (or 
“godless,” “irreligious”) because this was not merely an act of 
stupidity; it was an act of disregard for his inheritance in the family 
of Abraham, a sacred gift from God. Esau traded in this divine gift 
for a moment of fleeting pleasure. 

Although Genesis does not speak of Esau as immoral (Greek 
pornos), it does mention that he married two pagan women, who 
“became a source of bitterness” to his parents (Gen 26:35). The 
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implication may be that his lack of self-control in one area, food, 
was also manifested in the area of sex. Throughout Scripture sexual 
immorality is closely linked with idolatry. Marriage is the most 
profound earthly image of God’s covenant relationship with his 
people. Conversely, sexual immorality is both a symbol of and a 
concrete act of covenant-breaking: it is to worship pleasure as a 
false god.24 It is the antithesis of “that holiness without which no 
one will see the Lord” (v. 14; see 1 Thess 4:3–7). That some of the 
readers of Hebrews were in danger of falling into precisely this sin 
is suggested by the admonition in 13:4: “Let marriage be honored 
among all and the marriage bed be kept undefiled, for God will 
judge the immoral [pornos] and adulterers.” (Ibid. p. 270) 

 

12:18–21. Indeed so terrifying was the sight. The text recalls in detail all the 
physical signs which accompanied the manifestation of God on the heights of 
Sinai (cf. Ex 19:12–16; 20:18), All this helps to inspire feelings of religious 
reverence and fear, which explains why the people begged God not to speak 
further, for they were afraid they would die. (Ibid. p. 136) 

12:26–27. His voice shook.  Quoting from the prophet Haggai (Hag 2:6), the 
sacred writer shows that just as the earth trembled at Sinai when God sealed 
the Covenant with Moses, so too did earth, and heaven also, tremble when the 
New Covenant was made (cf. Mt 27:51–52). He is stressing that the New 
Covenant will last forever, whereas the Old was provisional. The Law of 
Moses disappeared insofar as it was temporary and earthly; everything of 
permanent value in it remains. 

12:28. Let us be grateful. For Christians, however, the prospect of cosmic 
upheaval is reason not for fear but for eager expectation (see 9:28). For we 
are receiving the unshakable kingdom—the everlasting kingdom that God 
promised to David: “I will raise up your offspring after you … and I will 
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establish his kingdom.… And I will establish his royal throne forever” (2 Sam 
7:12–13).  

12:29. Our God is a consuming fire. Hebrews is quoting Moses’ solemn 
words to the Israelites: “The Lord, your God, is a consuming fire, a jealous 
God” (Deut 4:24; see Deut 9:3). That he is jealous refers not to petty or 
vindictive jealousy but rather to the zeal of a lover who has given himself 
totally to the beloved and who desires to be loved totally and exclusively in 
return (see Song 8:6). In the light of Christ, we can see more fully that the 
“consuming fire” is the fire of divine love (see 1 John 4:8). We are able to 
stand in the presence of that fire not because God’s holiness is compromised 
but because we have been purified and transformed by the sacrifice of Christ. 
In worshiping God with both childlike confidence and holy awe, we imitate 
Jesus, the firstborn Son, who prayed to God with reverence (Heb 5:7). (Ibid.  
pp. 280-282) 

13:5. Be content with what you have.  This is the antidote to being money-
loving and is the authentic Christian disposition. John the Baptist gave this 
very practical advice as he called people to repentance in preparation for the 
Messiah (Luke 3:14). Paul likewise counsels Timothy to be content with 
having food and clothing, the necessities of life (1 Tim 6:6–8). Paul 
exemplified in his own life the happiness that comes from detachment: “I have 
learned, in whatever state I am, to be content” (Phil 4:11 RSV), “having 
nothing and yet possessing all things” (2 Cor 6:10).  

13:6. The Lord is my helper. The Christian attitude, then, is one of 
victorious confidence in the face of every adverse circumstance. Thus we 
may say with the psalmist: The Lord is my helper, [and] I will not be 
afraid. What can anyone do to me? This quotation is from Psalm 118:6, one 
of the Hallel psalms sung at the Passover festival, in which the psalmist 
expresses joy and confident trust in God’s great victory. Jewish readers 
familiar with the psalm probably called to mind the wider context, which 
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contains a line that especially resonates with the advice given in Hebrews 12: 
“The Lord disciplined me severely, but did not hand me over to death. Open 
the gates of victory; I will enter and thank the Lord” (Ps 118:18–19). Hebrews 
explained earlier that Jesus is able to help us because he has been tested just as 
we have (2:18), and that it is from the throne of grace that we find help in time 
of need (4:16). Knowing that the Lord is our helper is what frees Christians 
from every fear of want or of human opposition. (Ibid. pp. 287-288) 

13:10. We have an altar.  The whole Letter to the Hebrews has been a 
demonstration of the infinite superiority of the new covenant over the old. But 
now that truth is expressed in a new way. What does this “altar” refer to? 
Scholars have proposed various possibilities. Most likely, the altar is the cross 
of Jesus, standing for the whole paschal mystery in which he offered himself 
to God on our behalf. Christians have the awesome privilege of “eating” from 
this altar, in the sense of partaking in the divine life that flows from it (see 
6:4), especially through the Eucharist, in which we truly eat the body and 
drink the blood of the risen Lord (see Matt 26:26–27; John 6:54). Thus the 
altar also alludes to the Eucharist. Those who “serve the tabernacle,” who 
worship in the earthly temple and have not come to believe in Christ, have no 
access to this heavenly gift. 

13:11. The bodies of animals. The mention of the earthly tabernacle leads 
into one more contrast—the final one in the letter—between the ineffective 
sacrifices of the old covenant and the one perfect sacrifice of Christ. Based on 
Leviticus, the author probably has in mind the sin offerings of Yom Kippur, 
the Day of Atonement, the one day when the high priest carried out his unique 
task of bringing blood into the sanctuary and sprinkling it on the mercy seat in 
atonement for Israel’s sins (Lev 16:14–15, 27). Unlike most other sacrificial 
victims, the bull and goat whose blood was used for this ritual were not to be 
eaten but instead brought outside the camp and completely burned (Lev 16:27; 
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see 6:23). But what is the point of this observation, and what does it have to 
do with Christ? (Ibid. pp. 291-292) 

13:13. Let us go outside the camp.  Verse 13 homes in on the practical 
application of this truth for Christians. What does it mean to go to him outside 
the camp? On one level, the “camp” is Israel’s camp in the desert (as in v. 11) 
and the entire old covenant dispensation/system that it stands for. The time of 
the old order was ended (see 8:13), its purpose accomplished, now that the 
perfect fulfillment it prefigured had come. And its city and temple were about 
to be reduced to rubble, as Jesus had prophesied (Mark 13:2). The old order 
was what can be shaken, in contrast to the eternal kingdom that cannot be 
shaken (12:27–28). 

In a broader sense, to go to Jesus “outside the camp” means to separate 
oneself from the world and all its security systems, values, and behaviors that 
are contrary to the gospel (see Eph 4:17–18; 1 Pet 4:3–4). It means enduring 
the world’s hostility and mockery, bearing the abuse that Jesus bore. (Ibid. pp. 
293-294) 

13:17. Obey your leaders. Since the Christian community has a leadership 
structure willed by God (see Acts 20:28; Eph 2:20; 4:11–12), as did Israel 
(Heb 3:2), Christians are to honor those in pastoral authority.  

The respective responsibilities of leaders and members of the Church are 
delicately balanced in this exhortation, just as in 1 Peter 5:1–5. Members, for 
their part, should do their best to see that leaders may fulfill their task with joy 
and not with sorrow (literally, “not groaning”). Thus Paul appealed to the 
Thessalonians, “We ask you, brothers, to respect those who are laboring 
among you and who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you, and to 
show esteem for them with special love on account of their work” (1 Thess 
5:12–13). For members to grumble, gripe, grouse, or resist the initiatives of 
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their pastors not only makes life difficult for pastors but also doesn’t help the 
members either 

13:18. Pray for us. It may seem odd that, as a motive for prayer, he says we 
are confident that we have a clear (or “honorable”) conscience, wishing to act 
rightly (or “honorably”) in every respect. This could imply that he (and other 
leaders?) has been involved in some controversy in which his motives have 
been impugned. Or it could simply be a way of emphasizing that this letter, 
with its occasional stern admonitions, has been absolutely free of self-interest 
and is motivated by pure love. (Ibid. p 298) 

13:19. I urge you more earnestly. In verse 19 the author becomes more 
personal by switching to “I” and conveying his desire to be reunited with his 
addressees. He evidently is familiar with them, possibly having been one of 
their past leaders, but is now some distance away. It is impossible to know 
what obstacle he wished their prayers to overcome in order that he be restored 
to them. But it is evident that he holds them in great affection. The letter has 
not been an exercise in abstract theology; it is a personal communiqué from a 
pastor who cares deeply for them. (Ibid. pp. 299) 

13:24. Greet all. The closing greetings that are common in the New 
Testament letters testify to the early Christians’ awareness of belonging to a 
worldwide body of believers and not merely a local church. Greetings are 
conveyed first to the leaders, those responsible for preaching the word of God 
and keeping watch over the church (13:7, 17).  

13:25. Grace be with all of you. “Grace” sums up in a word the entire 
content of Hebrews: the free gift of God’s own divine life, given to us because 
of Christ’s atoning sacrifice (2:9), flowing freely from the throne of grace 
(4:16) to strengthen our hearts (13:9) until we reach the goal of our 
pilgrimage, the city that is to come (13:14). (Ibid. p. 303) 


