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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS (Part Two) 

 

Notes f or Week On e: New Priesthood , New Cov en an t (Hebrews 8) 
 

In the second half of Hebrews, the epistle describes how the new priesthood of Jesus brings with 

it a new covenant.  Just as Jesus'  priesthood is far superior to the old L evitical priesthood, so 

also this N ew C ovenant brings us blessings that far outweigh those given to God' s people under 

the first covenant.  These blessings are also far beyond anything that this world can ever give us. 

 

Review of Hebrews 1-7 
 

Hebrews begins by emphasizing that God has spoken to his people most completely and most 

perfectly by his Son Jesus (Hebrews 1).  Although he was in nature God, Jesus shared in our 

humanity, and so he understands our struggles and is able to help us (Hebrews 2).  Thus, when 

we hear his voice and his call, we ought to listen and not to harden our hearts (Hebrews 3).  God 

long ago promised his people a rest, and this promise holds good for us also (Hebrews 4:1-13). 

 

Jesus has become our high priest (Hebrews 4:14-5:10), and to appreciate fully what this means 

we must develop faith, maturity, and patience (Hebrews 5:11-6:12).  Jesus' priesthood is in what 

the writer calls the order of Melchizedek, not the Levitical order (Hebrews 6:13-7:10).  Jesus 

thus has a permanent, perfect priesthood that fully meets our spiritual needs (Hebrews 7:11-28). 

 

We D o Have Su ch A  Hig h Priest (Hebrews 8 :1-2 ) 
 

These verses form something of a brief transition, as the epistle starts to shift from a discussion 

of Jesus as a high priest to a description of the new covenant and of the spiritual kingdom that 

came with his priesthood.  Through Jesus and his ministry, many of the things that once existed 

on a merely physical level have now been realized on a spiritual and more permanent level. 

 

The writer emphasizes that the point of the previous discussion is this: the high priesthood of 

Jesus is not a theoretical concept, but rather it truly exists (8:1-2).  Both the hope of our souls, as 

they long for God, and the requirements of prophecy, as spoken over the centuries, have been 

fulfilled in Jesus.  He is described as seated at God's right hand, because he has completed his 

sacrificial ministry.  He needs offer no further sacrifices, nor does he serve at a man-made, 

temporary sanctuary.  He lives forever in 'the true tabernacle', in his Father's eternal presence. 

 

In Hebrews 8-13, we shall see the broader implications of Jesus' high priesthood.  In particular, 

the writer encourages his disheartened readers with the thought that they are part of a new kind 

of kingdom, an eternal kingdom that 'cannot be shaken' (12:28).  He also details at length how 

God used a pattern of shadows and realities to teach us about his ways.  The Old Covenant 

included many physical shadows of spiritual realities, since its laws, sacrifices, and worship 

practices led the way to better and more lasting spiritual parallels under the New Covenant. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What does the writer say is 'the point' of his previous 

discussion?  Why does he so emphasize a seemingly simple truth?  What is the tabernacle 

in which Jesus serves?  What does it mean that he sat down at God's right hand? 
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A  C opy &  Shadow (Hebrews 8 :3-6) 

 

Although (as Hebrews soon will emphasize) the old covenant is now obsolete, it fulfilled an 

important purpose.  It brought to reality, on a physical level, many important concepts that have 

now been realized more fully in Jesus.  The things of the old covenant were copies, shadows, or 

'types' of the spiritual things that are now part of the New Covenant. 

 

In comparing earthly, human priests with the heavenly priest Jesus, there are some parallels and 

there are differences (8:3-4).  All priests are appointed to offer gifts and/ or sacrifices for sin.  It 

was therefore an essential part of Jesus ministry that he came with his physical body, which was 

prepared as a sacrifice.  The difference, of course, is that Jesus' sacrifice was far more lasting and 

effective than any human priest's sacrifice could be. 

 

There was no need for Jesus merely to bring the same kind of sacrifice that the other priests were 

offering, for there were already more than enough human priests offering sacrifices of limited 

effectiveness.  No number of animal or grain sacrifices could ever have brought complete and 

total forgiveness of sins.  Indeed, this is one of the features of Christianity that distinguish it from 

so many human-made religions*, which so often call their adherents to attempt to offer enough 

gifts or sacrifices (of whatever form) to save themselves*. 

 
* For example, Buddhism teaches that we are saved by achieving a sufficient degree of  'enlightenment' for 

ourselves, while Islam teaches salvation through a sufficient level of obedience and submission.  These and 

many other religious systems are simply variations of the basic human desire to save ourselves by our own 

goodness in one form or another, rather than realizing how incapable we are of doing anything of the sort.  

Of course, many persons who call themselves 'Christians' create the same kind of humanistic system.   

 

Likewise, there are both parallels and differences between the earthly sanctuary and the heavenly 

sanctuary (8:5-6).  The earthly sanctuary - that is, in the tabernacle and later in the temple - is a 

copy and shadow of what is in heaven.  The implication of this is that the earthly sanctuary held 

great symbolic and teaching significance, but brought limited practical power to its ministry.   

 

This also explains why the plans for the tabernacle were so detailed and specific, and indeed why 

Moses was cautioned to follow this pattern without the slightest variation.  Yet in later 

generations, this was misunderstood, and the people looked to the physical temple and 

furnishings for saving power, rather than as edifying symbols and spiritual object lessons. 

 

All of this helps us to appreciate Jesus in ever more abundant ways.  He is a superior priest, for 

all of the reasons given in previous chapters of Hebrews.  The covenant he brings is superior, 

because it is permanent and because it is the reality, not the shadow.  And the promises given us 

through the New Covenant are far greater - that is, they are greater as long as we keep our focus 

on things above, not on earthly things.  Here again, the writer of Hebrews deals directly with one 

of the basic needs of his readers. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are the similarities between Jesus' priestly 

ministry and the ministry of the Levitical priests?  What is the significance of these 

parallels?  How does Jesus' ministry differ?  What does it mean to be a copy or a 

shadow?  How can the physical things be a shadow, and the spiritual things a reality? 
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T he C om ing  Of T he N ew C ovenant (Hebrews 8 :7-13) 
 

In this passage, the writer of Hebrews quotes at length from Jeremiah, who foretold the coming 

of a new covenant that would bring new spiritual blessings.  This is important for several 

reasons.  In particular, this shows that God had long planned to replace the first covenant with 

something better and more lasting, a covenant that brought with it a better way to know God. 

 

Jesus would not have needed to come to earth if there had been nothing wrong with the Old 

Covenant (8:7), and if it could have supplied all of the spiritual needs of humanity.  But it could 

not do this, and indeed it was never meant to be more than a copy, a shadow, an important but 

temporary expedient.  God always saw the need for a new and permanent covenant, and every 

aspect of the old covenant was designed with the knowledge that it would one day be replaced. 

 

God, in fact, declared the coming of the New Covenant long before it came to pass (8:8-9).  The 

quotation here from Jeremiah 31:31-34, proclaimed nearly 600 years before the birth of Jesus*, 

shows how completely God's plans had already been made.  Even then, the failure of the first 

covenant was already evident to discerning human observers.  It failed not because of its own 

defects, but because of human faithlessness, as demonstrated by our spiritual forefathers.  The 

animal sacrifices and everything else in the Levitical system were always sharply limited by this 

faithlessness, but Jesus was not, because his ministry bypassed the human priesthood altogether. 

 
* Jeremiah's ministry began in about 627 BC.  The prophecy quoted here was probably made very close to 

the Babylonians' final conquest of Jerusalem in 586 BC. 

 

The characteristics of the New Covenant show why it is so much better (8:10-12).  R ather than 

extensive lists of laws, God's Word can be written in the minds and hearts* of those who believe.  

R ather than looking to spiritual 'superiors' (such as priests) for knowledge of God, all believers 

will be able to experience the closeness to God that can come with the presence of the Holy 

Spirit.  Instead of having to offer the same sacrifices over and over without end, Jesus' sacrifice 

means that God has forgiven and forgotten the sins of those who trust in his Son. 

 
* There is no particular significance to the phrasing that the laws will be 'in' our minds and 'on' our hearts.  

Compare 8:10 with Hebrews 10:16, where the two prepositions are reversed in many translations. 

 

Since the New Covenant does everything so much better, the first covenant is now obsolete 

(8:13).  As with obsolete technology or clothing styles, it is entirely natural for it to pass from the 

scene and eventually to disappear*.  Like many other obsolete things, a record of it remains and 

is still instructive.  But it was never meant to be in force after the coming of the New Covenant*. 

 
* Indeed, the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in AD 70 ended the Levitical ministry once for all, a 

powerful symbolic demonstration that the Old Covenant had become obsolete.  Since that time, many 

forms of Judaism have been practiced, but none of them retains the Levitical system of sacrifices.  Without 

this central element, there is no mechanism at all that brings even the hope of possible atonement. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What was wrong with the first covenant?  Why did 

God make it, if he knew it was inferior?  How is it significant to know that the Old 

Covenant was declared obsolete centuries before Jesus came?  What things are mentioned 

here that demonstrate the superiority of the New Covenant?  Why are they valuable? 

 

- Mark Garner, June 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS (Part Two) 

 

Notes For Week Two: The Most Hol y Pl ac e (Hebrews 9 :1-14 ) 
 

The original tabernacle had a special room called the Most Holy P lace, in which the high priest 

could enter the presence of God.  This physical representation helps us better to understand what 

Jesus accomplished through his sacrificial ministry.  It is an extraordinary blessing to 

experience God' s presence, and without Jesus we would never have had such a hope. 

 

Review 
 

The first seven chapters of Hebrews focus on Jesus as the radiance of God's glory, who reveals 

God to us and who plays many spiritually vital roles in our lives.  Jesus' divine nature, his 

willingness to be made human, his sacrificial ministry, and his high priesthood qualify him and 

him alone to be the source of our salvation. 

 

Besides a new priesthood, Jesus also brings a new covenant (Hebrews 8).  His high priesthood is 

not simply a theory, since we do indeed have him as our high priest.  In Hebrews 8-13, we see 

the broader implications of this, and of the 'kingdom that cannot be shaken' into which he has 

called us.  The significant elements of the Old Covenant (the priests, the sanctuary, & c) were 

mere copies and shadows of things in the New.  This New Covenant was declared and described 

long before Christ.  So the Old Covenant, always meant merely to be temporary, is now obsolete. 

 

T he E arthly Sanctu ary (Hebrews 9 :1-5) 
 

The details of the layout and furnishings of the original tabernacle were once essential elements 

in the ministry of the Levitical priests.  These things are still important now, but for a new 

reason.  They are no longer necessary for ministry, yet they still serve a useful purpose by 

showing us something of what our relationship with God would be like without Jesus. 

 

The tabernacle and the Holy Place within it were the location of the daily ministry of the 

Levitical priests (9:1-2).  The Old Covenant's regulations for worship had to be followed strictly, 

and the tabernacle had been constructed according to God's precise descriptions.  Its first or outer 

room, the Holy Place, was set off from the outside courtyard by a curtain.  This room, which was 

accessible to all Levitical priests*, held a lamsptand (or menorah**) and a separate table, on 

which was placed consecrated bread***.  These were all basic to the priests' daily ministry. 
 

* The priests were 'holy' because they had been sanctified and because they had been devoted to God, after 

the census which balanced the count of the Levities against the count of the firstborn of Israel.  Although 

the Israelites as a nation or community were holy, most individual Israelites were not considered holy, 

since they had not been devoted to God, as had the Levitical priests. 

 

** In this case, this is the seven-branched candelabrum with all seven branches lined up in a row, one in the 

middle with three to each side of it.  See Exodus 25:31-40, 37:17-24, and the diagrams from the study of 

the temple two weeks ago. 

 

*** Also called the Bread of the Presence, or showbread.  See also Exodus 25:30 and Leviticus 24:5-9. 

 

The heart of the tabernacle was the second or inner room, the Most Holy Place (9:3-5), which 

was separated from the Holy Place by a second curtain.  It was not directly accessible from 
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outside of the tabernacle.  Here is where the ark of the covenant was kept*.  The ark, along with 

its contents (the subject of so much speculation and legend over the years**), served as a 

tangible expression or demonstration of God's presence. 
 

* The text of Hebrews, as it is usually translated, implies that the altar of incense was also located inside 

the Most Holy Place, although it is usually understood (from Old Testament references) that it was placed 

in the Holy Place.  This has generated a number of theories from various commentators, several of which 

can be found in the various commentaries on Hebrews.  The Greek word translated 'altar of incense' most 

literally refers to a censer, rather than to an altar, so this has been suggested as a way of explaining the 

Hebrews reference.  Another common suggestion is that the altar of incense belonged thematically to the 

Most Holy Place, but physically resided in the Holy Place. 

 

** When the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem in 586 BC and looted the temple, they took the ark and its 

contents with them.  The ark has not been seen since that time, and all theories as to its fate are merely 

speculation.  All that is known is that it was taken to Babylon, where it could well have been inadvertently 

lost or demolished when Babylon itself was conquered and destroyed by the Persians. 

 

The objects within the ark were all strong reminders of God's presence and Lordship.  The gold 

jar of manna reminded the Israelites of God's constant attentiveness to their needs.  Aaron's staff 

was a display of God's authority, which by grace he exerted through Aaron and Moses.  The 

stone tablets combined both ideas, and the top of the ark, known as the atonement cover or 

mercy seat, was decorated with two cherubim.  The writer mentions all of these things because of 

the ideas that they convey.  Their exact description and purpose are not important to his main 

points, since he wishes instead to show that Jesus' own priesthood in the 'true tabernacle' has 

replaced these physical things. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study:  Why does Hebrews describe all of these objects and 

locations?  For each of the things mentioned, what was its original purpose?  What 

possible parallels in the New Covenant might each of them have? 

 

T he Levitical Priests &  T heir M inistry (Hebrews 9 :6-10 ) 

 

Within the rooms of the tabernacle that the writer has just described, the Levitical priests carried 

out the duties of their ministry.  All of the priests entered the Holy Place whenever it was 

appropriate, but access to the Most Holy Place was severely restricted.  Being in God's presence 

should never be taken for granted, and this truth has many important implications. 

 

The regulations on entering the rooms of the tabernacle teach valuable lessons about God's 

presence (9:6-7).  In the Levitical ministry, the outer room or Holy Place was entered regularly 

by the priests, but the average Israelite was prohibited from ever seeing any of the objects it 

contained.  Although this room was not in the direct presence of the ark, access was restricted. 

 

And the inner room, the Most Holy Place where the ark and God's presence were to be found, 

was only entered once a year.  On the Day of Atonement (see Leviticus 16), the high priest 

carried a blood sacrifice* into this room, and offered sacrifices so that his own sins and the sins 

of the community could be atoned for, and God's grace could be extended to them for another 

year.  Thus the only reason why anyone was permitted into the room representing God's presence 

was to sacrifice for sin.  We thus can realize how much different it is in the New Covenant. 

 
* The high priest also had to burn enough incense so that the smoke from the incense was so thick that he 

could not even see the atonement cover (Leviticus 16:13). 
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The implications of these arrangements teach us a lot about God's presence (9:8-10).  The way 

into the Most Holy Place was severely restricted, with actual death awaiting anyone other than 

the high priest who entered it - and even for the high priest if he so much as caught a clear 

glimpse of the atonement cover.  And with all this, the Levitical sacrifices never cleansed the 

people once for all.  Their consciences could never be cleared, there was never an end to the 

sacrifices, and no one could experience the full presence of God.  This is what things would still 

be like, if not for the coming of Jesus as a new kind of high priest.  That is why the whole system 

was, by intent, only temporary. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study:  Why were most Israelites not allowed into the Holy 

Place?  What made the priests eligible?  Why weren't all of the priests allowed into the 

Most Holy Place?  U nder what circumstances could the high priest enter?  What does all 

this tell us about God's presence? 

 

A  Greater &  M ore Perfect T abernacle (Hebrews 9 :11-14) 
 

But Jesus' high priesthood did not take place in the physical tabernacle, nor did he ever have to 

offer a sacrifice for his own sins.  As with everything else in his ministry, the tabernacle in which 

he serves is far superior to the physical tabernacle of the Levitical priests.  Because of this, the 

cleansing and purification that he gives us is far more effective and enduring. 

 

Although Jesus never entered the physical tabernacle or the temple that stood in his time on this 

earth, he nevertheless entered the Most Holy Place (9:11-12).  The Most Holy Place that he 

entered was part of 'a greater and more perfect tabernacle', of a spiritual nature.  And it was not 

the blood of animals, shed involuntarily, by which he gained atonement for sin.  It was his own 

blood, offered for sins he did not commit, that gained all of us access into the Most Holy Place.  

The humblest Christian can even receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, in contrast to the extensive 

restrictions placed upon entry into God's presence under the Old Covenant*. 

 
* Note further that all of the Old Covenant restrictions were by no means arbitrary rules.  R ather, God's 

righteous, holy nature prevented access to his presence.  It was actually a protection to the people, who 

otherwise would have died.  But now, the perfect blood sacrifice of Jesus has torn away the curtain of 

separation, and has given us extraordinary spiritual blessings and privileges. 

 

Jesus' sacrifice, unlike the Levitical sacrifices, also brings perfect cleansing (9:13-14).  The Old 

Covenant used animal sacrifices to bring outward cleanness, and to maintain a delicate 

equilibrium between God's love for people and his righteous intolerance of sin.  In the New 

Covenant, our very consciences can be cleansed completely (in a godly way, not in the callous 

fashion with which unbelievers often excuse their sin).  This frees us both to know and to serve 

God in ways never possible without Jesus' ministry as our perfect high priest. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kind of tabernacle did Jesus enter?  What kind 

of Most Holy Place did he enter?  Why didn't he ever enter the physical temple in 

Jerusalem as part of his ministry?  In what ways is the cleansing he brings more 

complete?  In what new ways does his sacrifice free us to serve God? 

 

- Mark Garner, June 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS (Part Two) 

 

Notes For Week Three: Bl ood  &  Forg iv en ess (Hebrews 9 :15 -2 8) 
 

Jesus'  sacrificial ministry brought many spiritual blessings to God' s people, but the most 

essential of these is the forgiveness of sins.  W ithout God' s grace and mercy, our sin would form 

an impenetrable barrier between God and us.  Moreover, forgiveness could not come without a 

blood sacrifice, for ' without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.'  

 

Review 
 

The first half of Hebrews (chapters 1-7) discusses the nature, ministry, and priesthood of Jesus, 

who is to us the radiance of God's glory.  The second half of the epistle expands on these ideas 

and presents them in a broader context, telling us first of all that Jesus brings not only a new 

priesthood, but also a New Covenant (Hebrews 8). 

 

The earthly sanctuary of the first covenant had a Holy Place for the priests, and a second room 

called the Most Holy Place, the site of God's presence (Hebrews 9:1-14).  The Levitical priests 

entered regularly into the Holy Place, but access to the Most Holy Place was sharply restricted.  

Only the high priest could enter, and only on the Day of Atonement, because God's presence is a 

grand and fearful thing.  But Jesus went through a greater, non-physical tabernacle, entering the 

true Most Holy Place.  And he did so not by animal sacrifice, but by shedding his own blood. 

 

A  N ecessary D eath (Hebrews 9 :15-17) 
 

For God to pour out upon his people all of the spiritual blessings he had prepared, he needed first 

for his people's sins to be removed.  And this required a death, to fulfill the just punishment for 

those who sin against God.  This is why Jesus voluntarily became a perfect sacrifice.  His death 

allowed us to be freed from sin, and allowed God's blessings to be released upon us. 

 

We have seen that Jesus is the mediator of a New Covenant (9:15).  This covenant offers an 

eternal inheritance that is promised to all who believe.  To give us the opportunity to receive this 

inheritance, Jesus died to set us free* from our own sins, and redeemed* us (bought us back) 

from the slavery into which we had, of our own free will, sold ourselves. 

 
* Although the NIV  translators chose to use the phrase 'as a ransom', there is nothing in the original text 

equivalent to the word 'ransom', which suggests that captors held us against our will.  As most other 

translations reflect, the text indicates that we had to be bought back, or 'redeemed'. 

 

Jesus' sacrificial ministry can be described as fulfilling a covenant*, a testament*, or a will* 

(9:16-17).  The terminology is appropriate in view of the promise of an inheritance, for an 

inheritance is generally received only after an ancestor or predecessor has passed away.  Indeed, 

the writer here makes this analogy explicit.  Note that this parallel should not be stretched to a 

literal extreme, but rather used as one way of understanding the importance of Jesus' death. 

 
* The Greek word  ('diatheke') can be translated as any of 'covenant', 'will', or 'testament', and thus 

some commentators exercise themselves at length trying to determine exactly what it should mean in each 

case.  This is, however, not necessary, since the point is that Jesus' ministry is all these things and more.  
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R eceiving our inheritance, then, is a part of the New Covenant.  This required Jesus' death, not as 

the fulfillment of a legal obligation of his own, but to cleanse us and to allow us to become 

suitable heirs.  Although we (that is, believers) have always been God's intended heirs, our sin 

disqualified us from receiving the inheritance.  The Old Covenant could never take away this sin, 

but now Jesus cleanses us by his blood, and allows us to fulfill our role as heirs. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Discuss the meanings of the terms covenant, will, and 

testament.  In everyday use, how do they differ?  What do they have in common?  How is 

each appropriate as a description of Jesus' ministry?  How does Jesus' death fit in with 

each of these three ideas? 

 

E stablishing  the First C ovenant (Hebrews 9 :18 -2 2 ) 

 

Once again, the Old Covenant provides us with a useful parallel.  The elaborate ceremonies and 

sacrifices that were part of the Levitical ministry emphasized repeatedly that blood was 

necessary to provide cleansing and to allow atonement for sins.  Although the New Covenant 

eliminated the need for endless blood sacrifices, the shedding of blood was still necessary. 

 

There is a simple but convincing reminder from history (9:18-20), in the formal implementation 

of the Old Covenant.  Blood sacrifices were an integral part of this covenant, and they were even 

needed just to put it into effect.  The writer reviews here the events of Exodus 24, when Moses 

led the Israelites in formally enacting the covenant.  The sprinkling of blood and water, upon the 

written commandments and upon the people, was an essential part of this ceremony. 

 

Cleansing with blood is prominent throughout the Old Testament, especially in the ministry of 

the Levitical priests (9:21-22).  The tabernacle and all of its furnishings were cleansed by blood*, 

even though they were inanimate objects and thus could not 'sin'.  They still had to be rid of any 

uncleanness, and had to be sanctified for a holy purpose*.  When the writer says that 'nearly 

everything' had to be cleansed with blood, he meant in particular the cleansing required of the 

priests themselves (Exodus 29:19-21). 

 
* The Old Testament Scriptures actually describe only the altar of sacrifice being cleansed with blood 

(Exodus 29:12, Leviticus 8:15).  The other articles are described as being cleansed by anointing oil (Exodus 

40:9-11, Leviticus 8:10-13).  If they were literally sprinkled with blood, it seems odd that the Scriptures 

neglect to describe this.  It is more likely that the writer of Hebrews is saying that the anointing would not 

have had any usefulness if not for the sacrificial blood that was smeared on the altar and on the priests 

themselves.  We too, of course, never physically contacted Jesus' blood, yet it most surely cleanses us. 

 

The principle that the shedding of blood is necessary for forgiveness of sins is a familiar one in 

ancient Jewish writings outside of the Scripture.  It is most clearly stated in Leviticus 17:11, 

which equates blood with life*.  The life of a sacrificed animal is considered to reside most 

essentially in its blood*, and thus the spilling of its blood is, in effect, a thorough yielding of its 

life, an absolutely complete sacrifice.  Jesus himself died by crucifixion, a manner of dying that 

can be particularly gruesome in terms of the large amounts of blood that its victims lose. 

 
* Leviticus 17:10-14 says that this is also why the Jews were not allowed to eat blood.  This was one of the 

few laws that Gentile believers in the early church were also expected to follow (Acts 15:19-20, 23-29). 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How is the ceremony in Exodus 24 relevant now?  

How else does the Old Testament equate blood and forgiveness?  In what sense is a 

creature's life in its blood (Leviticus 17)?  What does this have to do with forgiveness? 
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A  Better Sacrifice (Hebrews 9 :2 3-2 8 ) 
 

Jesus' sacrifice can be better appreciated against this background of the Levitical sacrifices.  Like 

those previous sacrifices, Jesus' sacrifice involved the shedding of blood.  But unlike them, Jesus' 

sacrifice was once for all.  It brought a sudden and final end to the repeated offerings of animals, 

and it brought a sudden fulfillment of the promises that accompany the New Covenant. 

 

The writer again contrasts the earthly copies with the heavenly realities (9:23-24).  All of these 

former blood cleansings were perfectly suitable for the earthly objects of worship, since they 

were mere copies and shadows of heavenly things.  But genuine heavenly things* require a better 

sacrifice.  Heavenly cleansing requires a heavenly sacrifice, not sacrifices of mere earthly 

creatures.  Animal sacrifices could only bring outward cleansing to earthly bodies, but the 

sacrifice of God's Son can bring inward, spiritual cleansing to our eternal spirits and souls*. 

 
* Our souls and spirits are the most significant of the 'heavenly things' mentioned here.  Some 

commentators feel that the 'heavenly things' include parts of heaven itself, and perhaps other entities, in 

addition to our souls.  Some of these ideas are not inconsistent with the passage, and thus could be correct, 

but many of these ideas rely heavily on speculation. 

 

So Jesus did not merely enter the Most Holy Place of an earthly sanctuary, bringing animal blood 

as a sin offering.  He entered heaven itself, and was directly in the presence of God the Father.  

Once more, we see how great a difference there is between Jesus and the Levitical high priests. 

 

Jesus' sacrifice was also once for all (9:25-28), so that not only did it accomplish its goal of 

providing for the forgiveness of sins, but it also brought an end to the need for repeated, endless 

animal sacrifices*.  Not only did this eliminate any reason for the original readers of Hebrews to 

return to the old law, but it also has some practical implications for us. 

 

Jesus does not need to be sacrificed over and over every time that we sin, for his sacrifice was 

powerful enough to cover any and all sins committed by believers.  When Christians struggle 

with sin or doubt, they often question whether they are really saved.  Our faith must thus be in 

Jesus, and in the salvation he brings, rather than in what we have learned or changed in our lives.  

We can never do things well enough, or become knowledgeable enough, to save ourselves. 

 

This passage goes so far as to say that Jesus has 'done away with sin' (NIV ) or has 'put away sin' 

(K JV , NASV , and R SV ).  Obviously, this does not mean that sin has ceased to exist, but rather 

that sin has lost its power to enslave us and to separate us from God.  Jesus' sacrifice was so 

perfect and complete that it only needed to be offered once.  We do not need to add anything to it 

for it to become effective.  We only need to believe it and rejoice in it.  And Jesus will never 

again need to offer himself as a sacrifice.  The next time he comes in visible form, it will be to 

bring this world to an end, and to bring eternal salvation to all of us who believe in him. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What exactly are the earthly copies, and why are 

lesser (animal) sacrifices sufficient for them?  What are the heavenly things, and why 

must a more perfect sacrifice be offered on their behalf?  What practical implications 

does it have to know that Jesus' sacrifice was effective once for all? 

 

- Mark Garner, June 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS (Part Two) 

 

Notes For Week Fou r: A On c e For Al l  Sac rif ic e (Hebrews 10 :1-18) 
 

A nother essential feature of Jesus'  sacrificial ministry is that he accomplished its complete 

purpose through j ust one sacrifice.  The sacrifice of Jesus was perfect in every respect, and it 

thus accomplished at one stroke what no number of L evitical sacrifices could ever have 

achieved.  It is helpful for us to see why this is so, as it has a number of practical implications. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

Jesus brings both a new priesthood and a New Covenant (Hebrews 8).  His ministry provides 

access into the Most Holy Place (that is, God's presence), in sharp contrast to the severely limited 

access to the Most Holy Place under the Old Covenant (Hebrews 9:1-14). 

 

The link between blood and forgiveness, while perhaps uncomfortable to contemplate, is central 

to understanding the gospel (Hebrews 9:15-28).  Jesus' death was necessary to enact the New 

Covenant, and his death fulfills in a literal way the requirements of a testament or will.  The Old 

Covenant likewise was established with blood.  The law, the people, and 'nearly everything' had 

to be cleansed with blood sacrifices.  Blood represents life, and the penalty for sin is death.  Thus 

only blood can pay for sin. 

 

Jesus offered a better sacrifice.  The earthly objects of worship (including human bodies) could 

be cleansed outwardly with the Levitical sacrifices, because these things are only copies.  But 

heavenly things, such as our souls and spirits, can only be cleansed with a more perfect sacrifice. 

 

T he Law I s Only a Shadow (Hebrews 10 :1-4) 
 

Hebrews has reminded us a number of times that the law is only a temporary shadow.  These 

verses emphasize several of its limitations, which rendered the old law incapable of providing 

permanent cleansing from sin.  The writer specifically discusses the familiar Mosaic Law, but his 

points apply also to any system that attempts to establish human-based righteousness. 

 

Law essentially proves its own imperfection (10:1-2).  The law was always meant to be replaced 

by the good things, or spiritual blessings, that God planned and announced well in advance.  Law 

can never establish perfection, and so it cannot save.  Followers of law never reach a point when 

they have finished, and can stop, for law provides cleanness only in the present, never the future. 

 

Worshipers of God do not and cannot save themselves by their worship and sacrifices, for none 

of these can cleanse us of our sins once for all.  Law proves its own futility by its inherent quality 

of demanding that the law be observed in perpetuity.  Law thus acknowledges by its very nature 

that it can never provide more than a temporary state of cleanness or innocence in the present.  

All laws must always be obeyed all the time, or else we run afoul of the law. 

 

All of these Levitical sacrifices reminded the people (at least those whose hearts were focused on 

God) of their sin and of sin's destructive power.  Law does have a purpose, and sacrifice does 

have a purpose, but this purpose is as a teaching tool, not as a standard of salvation.  The limited 

power of animal blood is clear, since animals never give themselves voluntarily to be sacrificed, 
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nor do they have a free will that allows them to choose to be sinless.  But Jesus' blood has 

unlimited power, for he used his free will to live a sinless life by his own choosing, and then to 

offer himself voluntarily on the cross. 

 

Questions For Discussion or Study: How could those under the law have discerned that it 

was only a temporary shadow?  How does law's inability to save reveal itself?  In what 

ways can we fall into relying on law?  How can the lessons of these verses help us on 

those occasions? 

 

A  Body Prepared (Hebrews 10 :5-10 ) 

 

Earlier in Hebrews, the writer reminded us of Jesus' unique nature, as God's own Son who came 

to live on earth in a human body of flesh and blood.  These verses use a quotation from Psalm 40 

to describe God's careful preparation for this extraordinary incarnation, and in so doing they also 

teach us about God's remarkable patience, wisdom, and perfection. 

 

When Jesus Christ came into this world, his life and ministry revealed God's will to all humanity 

(10:5-7).  As the quote from Psalm 40* indicates, all of those sacrifices under the old law were 

no more pleasing** to God than they were fulfilling to his people.  This is because they never 

brought a once for all cleansing, which is what God eagerly desired for his people. 

 
* The writer quotes Psalm 40:6-8 from the Septuagint, or Greek translation of the Old Testament.  The 

phrasing is thus different from that in our Old Testaments, which were translated from Hebrew originals. 

 

** Note that there are a number of Scriptures that refer to sacrifices being pleasing or 'a pleasing aroma' to 

God.  (See if you can locate some of these.)  This is not a contradiction.  Such references generally indicate 

that God is pleased with his people's willingness to offer sacrifices to him.  Here, God's dissatisfaction is 

with the inability of the Levitical sacrifices to accomplish his greatest purpose for his people. 

 

Since the bodies of bulls, goats, and the like made for sacrifices that were ultimately 

unsatisfying, God himself prepared a body that would be made into an all-powerful and fully 

satisfactory sacrifice.  He made this body for his own Son, and sent him into our physical world.  

And when Jesus saw the body his Father had prepared, he willingly said, "here I am", and set 

about to fulfill the Father's will. 

 

The first kind of sacrifice was thus set aside, and the new (second) kind of sacrifice was 

established as pleasing to God (10:8-10).  U ntil then, God still required the Levitical sacrifices to 

be made, even though they never satisfied him.  There were, as Hebrews has just explained, other 

reasons why they needed to be made anyway.  Likewise, if we live by the truth we shall often 

find ourselves required to do things that bring no apparent payoff or reward.  This is not 

'legalism' (which means an attempt to earn or deserve God's favor).  R ather, it is allowing God to 

teach us and guide us for our spiritual good. 

 

Jesus' willingness to do God's will provides an essential ingredient of the New Covenant.  It 

allows his sacrifice to be of an entirely different type than the Levitical sacrifices.  It cleanses all 

of us once for all, and it sets all of us out on the path of growing into the holiness to which God 

has called us.  All of us who believe are made clean and holy by the blood of Jesus. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why was God not pleased with the Levitical 

sacrifices?  Why then did he decree them?  Why were they still required?  How does 
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Jesus' body differ as a sacrifice from the bodies of the animals sacrificed by the Levitical 

priests?  Why is Jesus' free will important? 

 

N o Long er A ny Sacrifice For Sin (Hebrews 10 :11-18 ) 
 

U nder the law, the same sacrifices and rituals had to be practiced over and over, yet they never 

did more than to maintain a fragile status quo.  There was never a goal, a hope that the Levitical 

sacrifices might somehow become more effective in taking away sin.  But Jesus' sacrifice 

brought to completion everything necessary for God to offer salvation to all who believe. 

 

By one sacrifice, then, Jesus has brought to completion God's glorious design to provide 

salvation (10:11-14).  Day after day, the Levitical priests continued to offer the same sacrifices 

and practice the same rituals, knowing all the while that none of this activity would ever bring 

complete and permanent cleansing.  This unending series of observances shows the law's futility 

convincingly and graphically.  But Jesus made his sacrifice and then 'sat down'.  This figurative 

image is a vivid expression that his sacrificial ministry has been completed.  It also suggests how 

pleased the Father himself was to see things come to completion, after so much preparation. 

 

Jesus made a complete sacrifice, and because of this he created a certain future.  His sacrifice has 

made us perfect* forever, clean forever, sinless forever.  And he is making us holy;  that is, he is 

helping us day-by-day to appreciate and practice the holiness he has already given us.  We are 

his holy people, yet at present we only dimly realize this.  As we remain in him, and remain 

faithful to the truth, we can slowly draw closer to this ideal. 

 
* R ecall that the word translated 'perfect' has a meaning that is actually closer to 'complete', or to what the 

Old Testament calls 'clean', or 'pure'.  In this context, all of these refer to an absence of sin or corruption. 

 

Because of Jesus' remarkable ministry, our sins have been forgiven &  forgotten (10:15-18).  On 

our own, we could not possibly have done or conceived anything that could have obtained such 

an extraordinary blessing.  As the reprise of the quotation from Jeremiah reminds us, this is the 

nature of the New Covenant, as God planned long ago.  It is he who will judge us, and it is he 

who has forgotten the sins and lawless acts of those who have been washed in the blood of Jesus. 

 

So there is no need for further blood sacrifices.  We can never offer enough to earn the 

forgiveness of our sins, but Jesus offered more than enough to cover us all with his purifying 

blood.  The law, by nature, never brings things to this kind of conclusion.  And as for the world, 

they too never arrive where they think they are going.  They celebrate and worship each new fad 

or gadget that promises to make their lives fulfilling, then wonder why all of this flesh pleasing 

activity never really works.  Jesus came and carried out a faithful ministry despite severe 

opposition, and then left it to us to see and appreciate the extraordinary things he has done for us. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does the writer mention the repetitive nature of 

the Levitical sacrifices?  In what sense are we 'made perfect forever' in Christ?  In what 

sense are we 'being made holy'?  How can God forget our sins?  What should it mean to 

us that there is no longer any need to offer sacrifices for sin? 

 

- Mark Garner, June 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Fiv e: Draw Near To God  (Hebrews 10 :19 -39 ) 
 

The writer of Hebrews now becomes very direct with his readers, calling them to make important 

adj ustments in their perspectives and attitudes.  The truths of Jesus'  ministry, and of the N ew 

C ovenant that accompanied it, will affect the lives of all who understand them and appreciate 

what God has done.  Hebrews uses both exhortation and direction to help bring this about. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

U nder the old law, the Most Holy Place (representing God's presence) was accessible only to the 

high priest, but now Jesus has opened the way for us all to enter (Hebrews 9:1-14).  We must 

first be purified and forgiven of sin, which necessitates the shedding of blood (Hebrews 9:15-28).  

Jesus provided us with the extraordinary blessing of a once for all sacrifice (Hebrews 10:1-18). 

 

Law demands perfect obedience, and proves its own weakness and imperfection.  The Levitical 

sacrifices never brought lasting forgiveness, but were reminders of sin.  God prepared a body for 

his Son, and set aside the old sacrifices for the perfect, willing sacrifice of Jesus.  No further 

sacrifice for sin is needed - the sins of those who believe have been forgiven and forgotten. 

 

A  C all T o Rededication (Hebrews 10 :19 -2 5) 
 

The epistle's original recipients had allowed their hearts to wander from God, to the point where 

they were openly questioning the value of following Jesus.  By refocusing their hearts and minds 

on Jesus, they can strengthen themselves and can help each other.  They need not perform any 

dramatic acts of penitence, but they do need to rededicate themselves to God. 

 

Though we all find it difficult, it is possible in Christ to have full assurance of faith (10:19-23).  

We should never become arrogant or presumptuous, yet God does want us to have confidence to 

enter his presence, now that Jesus has opened the way.  The curtain* of sin that blocked us from 

God has now been removed, just as the curtain in the temple was torn apart when Jesus died. 

 
* Jesus' body is the 'living way' through the curtain, not the curtain itself.  Some English translations are 

ambiguous on this point, but the imagery makes it clear.  The curtain was an obstacle to God's presence. 

 

We thus should draw near to God with our hearts.  Jesus gives us reasons to develop sincere 

hearts that seek God for his own sake, not merely in hope that he will do specific things for us.  

The imagery here is based on the blood and water that cleansed the ancient Israelites and their 

objects of worship.  Our hearts have been sprinkled with Jesus' blood to purify us from within, 

even as our bodies were washed with water* when we turned to Jesus.  The water of baptism* 

has no power of its own, but it brings forgiveness through the power of Jesus' perfect sacrifice. 

 
* Without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness, so we must be cleansed with blood.  Since Jesus' 

sacrifice was once for all, never to be repeated, not everyone can contact his literal blood.  Therefore, at the 

time of baptism we proclaim our acceptance of his sacrifice, and are symbolically joined with Jesus in 

death, burial, and resurrection to demonstrate our desire to be united with him in all of these things. 

 

Because we know that Jesus' blood sacrifice was effective for cleansing the sins of all the world, 

and because we know it was a once for all sacrifice, we are thus able to hold unswervingly to our 

hope.  When we truly understand Jesus' high priesthood, it relieves us of the impossible burden 
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of earning forgiveness through our own power or wisdom.  If our hope were in our own ability to 

remain in a sinless state, then our hope would be weak and wavering indeed.  But since our hope 

is in Jesus and in his perfection as a Savior, we have a strong and lasting hope. 

 

All this enables us to 'spur one another on', to help one another to look ahead to the fulfillment of 

all of God's promises and to the ministry of reconciliation that he has given us (10:24-25).    We 

are called to live a life of love and good deeds, and to do these sincerely, not in order to earn 

something from God.  God's outpouring of grace in Christ removes any reason to compete with 

one another or to compare ourselves with one another.  Meeting together thus can and should be 

a time of mutual encouragement and edification.  Assembling as a body is a vital part of 

Christianity, and neither personal preferences nor contemporary fads can ever change this. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What should be the basis of a Christian's confidence?  

What can help us develop sincere hearts and an unswerving hope?  How can these ideas 

be made practical?  Why does the writer urge his readers to meet together?  How does 

this fit in with his previous points about Jesus' ministry? 

 

A  C all T o Sober-M indedness (Hebrews 10 :2 6-31) 

 

This passage and Hebrews 6:4-8 are the two sternest and most severe segments of the epistle.  

Though often the source of misunderstandings and unnecessary fears, these verses do provide a 

necessary warning to those who might be tempted to take Christianity lightly.  It is essential to 

our spiritual well-being that we realize how vitally we need the grace that comes through Jesus. 

 

The writer has repeatedly emphasized that, since the crucifixion of Jesus, no further sacrifice for 

sins is left (10:26-27).  Any separate attempts to obtain forgiveness of sin would be unnecessary 

and inappropriate.  It is with this principle in mind that these verses should be interpreted.  The 

reference to those who 'deliberately go on sinning'* does not at all mean those who struggle with 

one or more specific sins after becoming a Christian.  R ather, it means those who persist in a life 

of unforgiven sin (outside of Christ) despite knowing that the offer of grace has been made. 
 

* This is the NIV 's phrasing.  Other versions use 'sin willfully', 'go on sinning willfully', 'willfully persist in 

sin', or other similar expressions. 

 

Thus the writer is not addressing Christians who continue to give in to the same sins* as in the 

past.  He is addressing those who might hope that some other way, besides the blood of Christ, 

could bring forgiveness of sins.  Any attempt to pursue a relationship with God while rejecting 

the blood of Jesus brings not hope, but the fearful expectation of judgment that these verses 

describe.  No one can have a relationship with God without acknowledging his or her sinfulness, 

and the corresponding need for forgiveness that cannot possibly be earned by human means. 

 
* Nor is he establishing a crucial distinction between 'deliberate' and 'unintentional' sin.  The willful or 

deliberate choice he addresses has to do with the decisions that a person has made in regard to God, not 

with whether a particular sin is 'deliberate' or 'willful'.  Every one of us commits some deliberate or willful 

sins after becoming a Christian.  But those who remain in Christ have avoided the danger described here. 

 

The punishment for rejecting the Old Covenant was severe (10:28).  Death without mercy or 

appeal awaited any Israelite who willfully chose to reject the Law of Moses, and there are 

examples of such incidents in the Old Testament.  The warning not to reject the New Covenant  

(10:29-31) thus carries even greater weight, for it is an even more fearful thing to reject God's 

Son personally than it is to rebel against God's written laws. 
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R ejecting Jesus is a blasphemous act.  The graphic images here emphasize this, so that we may 

take to heart how important it is to remain faithful.  The blood of the New Covenant is a holy 

blessing for which we all ought to be thankful.  What Jesus has done for us deserves praise, not 

rejection or callous disregard.  God's righteousness is a powerful source of strength for the 

faithful, but a reason for the unfaithful and unbelieving to be afraid. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What exactly do these verses warn us against?  How 

can we be certain that it does not refer to Christians who may commit a particularly bad 

and 'deliberate' sin?  Why does the writer give such vivid images of God's punishment?  

For those of us who are remaining faithful, is there anything here that we also must heed? 

 

A  C all T o Perseverance (Hebrews 10 :32 -39 ) 
 

Hebrews also calls its readers to persevere.  In the past, they have endured great hardships and 

have demonstrated deep faith, and they can do so again.  Perseverance is a crucial quality for 

Christians to develop, for our lives on this earth will always involve periods of spiritual victories, 

joys, and blessings alternating with times of weaknesses, frustrations, and persecutions. 

 

The writer first reminds his readers that they can draw encouragement from their own past 

(10:32-34).  Indeed, many Christians can look to their earlier days as believers, when spiritual 

excitement came much more easily, and when it seemed easier to endure hardships, 

disappointments, and persecutions.  God has not changed, and the same grace and wisdom are 

still there for us, though we may find it harder than at first to be excited about them, now that we 

are accustomed to them. 

 

What the writer describes as 'a great contest' applies also to us all, for each of our souls is the 

source of a high-stakes confrontation between God and his foes.  This is true even if we do not 

experience the kinds of organized persecution that are described here.  Personal endurance and 

mutual support should complement each other, for both are essential to remaining faithful.  

Indeed, note how many times in the epistle that these ideas have been mentioned. 

 

They, and we, can also draw encouragement from the future (10:35-39).  God will triumph in the 

end, regardless of present circumstances.  But this will only help those who do not throw away 

their confidence in God.  What often happens is that at some point our confidence shifts subtly, 

so that instead of trusting God and relying on him, we begin trusting in our own spirituality and 

experience.  This leads inevitably, at some point, to doubts, frustrations, and discouragement. 

 

We can also look ahead to the fulfillment of all of the promises that God has made to us.  As the 

appropriate quotation from Habakkuk 2 reminds us, Jesus will return, and though it may seem to 

us like a long wait, it is still just as certain.  The world and the enemies of God will do all that 

they can to make us shrink back and lose our faith, but they can never force us to do so.  As long 

as we continue to believe and to remain in him, we have the certainty of being saved. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How can each of us draw encouragement from the 

past?  When we think about the past, what things should we focus upon?  What is there in 

the future that can help us to persevere?  Are these things the same for all of us?  Are 

there any ways in which we can draw encouragement from the present? 

 

- Mark Garner, June 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Six: By Faith . . . (Hebrews 11:1-7) 
 

The eleventh chapter of Hebrews is best remembered for the many examples that it describes of 

Old Testament figures who demonstrated faith.  It is encouraging to see so many of these in one 

place, yet the purpose of the chapter goes even beyond that.  These examples illustrate the nature 

of faith, so that we can better understand the kind of faith that God desires us to have. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

In sharp contrast with the Old Covenant, Jesus' ministry provides access to the Most Holy Place, 

that is, God's presence (Hebrews 9:1-14).  He shed his own blood, to fulfill the requirement that 

forgiveness of sins comes only through blood sacrifice (Hebrews 9:15-28).  Because he offered 

himself willingly and without sin, he was an effective once for all sacrifice (Hebrews 10:1-18). 

 

We are thus called to draw near to God (Hebrews 10:19-39).  When we have become 

discouraged or half-hearted, we should rededicate ourselves.  Faith gives us valuable assurance, 

and we can help each other to remember this.  We are also called to sober-mindedness, 

remembering that no sacrifice but Jesus' can ever take away sins - so we must not reject or turn 

away from this sacrifice.  Then too, we are called to perseverance.  Both the past and the future 

teach us that Jesus is the only means of providing true and lasting hope in our lives. 

 

Belief in the Unseen (Hebrews 11:1-3) 
 

The well-known characterization of faith as 'being certain of what we do not see' is the first 

aspect of faith for us to consider.  Of necessity, faith involves the unseen, the unprovable, and the 

intangible.  The kind of faith that God desires will never rest entirely upon absolute logical proof 

or practical guarantees.  This point alone can help us through numerous struggles and doubts. 

 

To be sure of what we hope for (11:1-2), means that we must live as if we already had things that 

we do not yet possess.  Our faith looks to the future, not the present, for its greatest reward.  For 

this reason, we should accept present weaknesses and disappointments as discipline, not as 

broken promises or punishments.  And since our faith is in the unseen, we should not be 

surprised if we are often uncertain or confused as to why God works in the ways that he does. 

 

Note here that these verses are not meant as a dictionary definition of faith, but rather as an 

illustration of an important component or aspect of faith.  The kind of faith that God seeks in us 

goes beyond the mere mental belief in the unseen or future.  These things are necessary to faith, 

but by themselves they do not constitute faith.  There are many examples of unbelievers who 

have this kind of 'faith' in the worldly things that they themselves hope to acquire or experience, 

yet they surely do not have 'faith' in the sense that God means it. 

 

The writer clarifies this with his reference to the 'ancients' being commended for their faith.  

Their faith went far beyond mental acceptance.  Faith, as God means it to be, is too profound a 

concept to be defined in any simple dictionary-style definition.  Throughout this chapter, the 

writer of Hebrews provides us with examples chosen so as to illustrate various aspects of what 

God means by faith. 
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Belief in God as the Creator is another fundamental component of faith (11:3).  God has always 

claimed openly to be the only true and living God, and he is justified in claiming this because he 

created our universe and us.  In Jesus' own ministry, he consistently claimed to be the divine Son 

of an eternal, Creator God, not merely a wise philosopher or theologian.  God is God because the 

universe was formed at his command, not because there was an election or a popular opinion 

poll.  There is no alternative reality for those who are emotionally displeased with this thought. 

 

There are also some important implications to the idea that the visible was formed out of the 

invisible.  Our whole physical universe, visible though it may be, is impermanent, and it is the 

lesser and temporary reality.  It was formed out of the permanent, the eternal, and the spiritual.  

Genuine faith in the Creation means much more than simply rejecting the idea of random 

evolution.  It involves a realization that our whole physical universe will soon come to an end, to 

be replaced by something much better. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are some of things we hope for, of which we 

should be sure?  What are some of the things we cannot see, but of which we should be 

certain?  Why are these necessary to a genuine faith?  Why is belief in the Creation 

essential to faith?  Why is it hard for us to look beyond the physical? 

 

By Faith He Still Speaks (Hebrews 11:4) 

 

The list of examples of men and women of great faith opens with Abel, one of the earliest 

specific individuals mentioned in the Scriptures.  The Old Testament tells us of his pleasing 

sacrifice and of his death at the hands of his jealous brother.  Here in Hebrews, the writer 

completes the picture by reminding us that, in a sense, Abel still speaks because of his faith. 

 

The faith of Abel (11:4, see also Genesis 4:1-16) shows that anyone can please God by faith, and 

it also shows that faith sometimes brings suffering and death.  Abel did nothing dramatic, but 

because his sacrifice* (unlike that of his brother Cain*) was pleasing to God, God commended 

him as a righteous man.  Likewise, we ought never to feel that we must have some attention-

grabbing talent or accomplish some dramatic exploit in order to please God.  The simplest 

expressions of faith are quite pleasing to him, though the Cains of the world may despise them. 
 

* As is often pointed out, Abel offered God a blood sacrifice from his flocks, whereas Cain offered only 

grain or plants in sacrifice.  It might be equally important to note that Abel brought fat portions of the 

firstborn, whereas Cain brought merely 'some of' the fruits of the soil. 

 

Abel was slain for his faith, but in a sense he still speaks to us through his example of faith.  For 

his name is remembered (and will always be remembered) as that of a faithful child of God.  

Likewise, he still serves as a useful example to all who read God's Word, showing us that we too 

can please God simply by acknowledging that all we have comes from him and belongs to him. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What aspects of faith does Abel teach us?  How can 

we emulate these?  In what sense does Abel still 'speak' today? 

 

One Who Pleased God (Hebrews 11:5-6) 
 

The next example of faith is Enoch, whose life is briefly described in the book of Genesis.  There 

he is described as having been so pleasing to God that he did not have to die, since God simply 

took him home.  His example is used here to remind us that it is only through faith that we 

ourselves can be pleasing to God. 



 3 

 

The faith of Enoch (11:6, see also Genesis 5:21-24) is an unusual example, as only he and Elijah, 

out of all the persons in the Scriptures, were taken to heaven without experiencing physical 

death.  It is not stated that Enoch was sinless, but rather that 'he walked with God', that is, that he 

had an unusual closeness with God and dependence on God.  He was 'commended as one who 

pleased God', because faith is what God is looking for in us.  He does not expect sinlessness, 

which is beyond our capability, but rather faithfulness, which we can offer him if we choose to. 

 

Indeed, the example of Enoch shows us the necessity of faith (11:7), acting as a reminder that 

without faith it is impossible to please God.  This principle hits at the root of many of our 

misunderstandings and misconceptions about God.  We cannot build our relationship with God 

on good deeds or on accumulating knowledge, for as Isaiah said, "all our righteous acts are like 

filthy rags" (Isaiah 64:6).  But faith pleases him, for our faith is the one thing each of us alone 

can offer to God.  As the writer says here, he wants us to believe first that he exists* and lives*, 

and second that he wants us to seek him, and that he will reward those who do. 

 
* Literally, we must believe that 'he is', a phrase that calls to mind God's statement to Moses that, "I Am". 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What was so special about Enoch that God took him 

as he did?  What does it mean that he 'walked with God'?  What lessons does Enoch teach 

us?  Why is it impossible to please God without faith? 

 

Holy Fear (Hebrews 11:7) 
 

The next example is Noah, who believed the warning that God gave him about the coming flood.  

Noah's example teaches two important lessons about faith.  First, it reminds us that faith calls us 

to believe things that we cannot see or prove.  Second, it teaches us that faith involves believing 

things that are frightening or 'bad', not just the pleasant or 'good' things that God tells us. 

 

The faith of Noah (11:7, see also Genesis 6:5-9:17) was expressed most of all in his response to 

God's warning that he would send the great flood upon the earth.  Noah and his family were 

apparently unique among the members of their generation, in that they were seekers of God.  

God thus gave them the chance to survive the flood.  Although the event was in the future, and 

was certainly nothing that Noah had ever seen before*, Noah believed everything that God told 

him, and he built the ark to save his family. 

 
* It is sometimes suggested that it may never have rained before this time, but that is unlikely, and this is 

not a necessary inference from the Scriptures.  The 'things not yet seen' refers simply to the great flood. 

 

We can only imagine what ridicule Noah endured in preparing for an unprecedented and 

catastrophic event.  Yet by his faith, he implicitly condemned the rest of the world, because he 

showed that it is indeed possible to believe what God says, regardless of whether it seems logical 

by human standards, or whether it is what we wanted to hear.  Noah's faith also convicts us when 

we struggle to proclaim all of the truths of God's Word, not merely those that will prove popular. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How was Noah's faith reflected in what he believed?  

How was it reflected in what he did?  In what sense did he 'condemn the world'? 

 

- Mark Garner, July 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Sev en: L iv ing  By  Faith (Hebrews 11:8-22) 
 

The eleventh chapter of H ebrews illustrates what faith is all about, using numerous examples of 

faithful living from our O ld Testament.  As we continue with our study of these examples, we 

shall see how the kind of faith that God desires will inevitably affect our lives in noticeable ways.  

This passage reminds us that the faithful are, in a sense, already no longer of this world. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

Jesus' sacrifice of himself fulfilled the requirement that the shedding of blood is necessary for 

forgiveness of sins (Hebrews 9:15-28).  Because Jesus offered himself sinless and of his own 

free will, he was also able to make a once for all sacrifice for sin (Hebrews 10:1-18).  Through 

him, we thus should draw near to God.  We should, if necessary, rededicate ourselves.  And we 

should think soberly about the meaning of Christianity, and then persevere (Hebrews 10:19-39). 

 

There are many aspects of faith, as God desires it, and there are many examples of how faith 

shows itself in practice (Hebrews 11:1-7).  F aith requires us to believe in the unseen and in the 

future, and faith requires us to believe in God as our Creator.  The example of Abel, who was 

commended simply for making a pleasing sacrifice, shows us that the faithful can speak to future 

generations.  The faith of Enoch, who was exempted from death, shows us that faith is the key to 

pleasing God.  The faith of Noah, who believed God's warning, shows us that we must believe 

everything that God says, not just the things that we wanted to hear. 

 

Th e F aith  of A brah am (Hebrews 11:8-12) 
 

Abraham is frequently used in the New Testament as the archetypal example of living by faith.  

God's call to Abraham, God's promises to Abraham, and God's relationship with Abraham all 

provide us with some significant lessons.  Abraham's life of faithfulness shows us that living by 

faith is rarely easy, but that it is always worthwhile. 

 

Abraham's willingness to settle in the Promised Land shows one aspect of his faith (11:8-10).  In 

one sense, this is a simple lesson, in that he heard God's command to go, and then obeyed and 

went.  Yet how often do we find it difficult to practice even the most basic of principles from 

God's Word, or feel reluctant to teach even the most important of principles from the Scriptures? 

 

Abraham had no reluctance to change his entire lifestyle, moving away from one of the most 

advanced civilizations of its time* to live in tents in an unfamiliar land, just because God told 

him to do so.  As indicated here, Abraham was conscious of even more than God's caring hand in 

the present.  He also sensed that there was something greater, and willingly became a part of it. 

 
* Abraham originally lived in Ur of the Chaldeans, which was part of Babylon, one of the few advanced 

civilizations of the time.  Later Abraham moved with his father Terah to Haran, a trading center on a 

branch of the Euphrates River.  Then, after Terah's death, God called Abraham to go to the unfamiliar land 

of Canaan.  (See Genesis 11:27-12:5.) 

 

Abraham's faith also allowed him to be blessed with abundant descendants (11:11-12).  God 

enabled him to become a father at a time when both he and his wife, by earthly standards, had no 
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hope of having children.  Despite the physical limitations, and in full awareness of them, 

Abraham believed God when God promised him a multitude of descendants. 

 

Our familiarity with the life of Abraham can blind us to how amazing this development was.  

Even today, there are many millions of Abraham's descendants, all coming from a man that the 

world would say had no chance to become a father.  Moreover, his descendants have inherited 

the same promises that God gave Abraham.  Isaac and Jacob exemplified the same faith, and 

they faithfully passed along the promises to the future nation of Israel. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What parallels with God's call to Abraham might 

there be in our lives?  In what ways might he lead us to go somewhere unfamiliar?  

Would this necessarily have to be a physical location?  What promises might we receive 

that could be parallels of God's promise of descendants to Abraham? 

 

S trangers I n Th e W orld  (Hebrews 11:13-16 ) 

 

We all must choose whether to live by faith or to live by sight, whether to seek the physical or to 

seek the spiritual, whether to live for this world or to live for the next world.  The vast majority 

of human beings are on the broad road, pursuing earthly goals through earthly means.  The 

faithful must pass through this world as strangers, knowing that our viewpoint is considered odd. 

 

All of the great figures of faith in the Old Testament had only a distant view of the most 

important things that God had promised (11:13).  Although they received victories and material 

blessings from God, the writer here tells us that they never received the greatest blessing that 

God had promised, for they did not see the coming of the Savior, the Messiah. 

 

Although they did not receive 'the things promised', they were aware of what God was doing*, 

and they rejoiced in knowing that they were a part of it.  Though they could only sense dimly, as 

from a great distance, what it would mean for God to send a future Messiah, they welcomed the 

fulfillment of his plans.  F aithful believers like Abraham, Abel, and others both then and now 

will recognize that they are aliens and strangers in this world.  The things that the world values 

will mean little to them, and the things that the world fears will not bother them. 
 

* Here (and also in verse 19, see below) the writer describes what was in Abraham's mind.  Abraham's 

thoughts are not stated explicitly in Genesis, but the writer is contending that Abraham's whole way of life 

proved he was conscious of being part of something much greater than his own lifetime.  Jesus himself, in 

John 8:56, said that Abraham was looking ahead to the Messiah's coming, and rejoiced at the thought of it. 

 

God's faithful, then and now, are longing for a heavenly country (11:14-16), a country of their 

own.  The faith that God desires does not put its hope in the achievements or pleasures of this 

present world.  F aithful believers do not want to return to the world and its values, nor are they 

tempted to return, for they know the emptiness they have left behind. 

 

This is the kind of faith that pleases God.  God will never be ashamed of the faithful who seek a 

heavenly home, and he will also never disappoint them.  If we follow Jesus only in the hope of 

being blessed in this world, we are going to be disappointed.  But if we are looking for our 

reward in the next, we shall find that what God has prepared will be more than worth the wait. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How could Abraham and other Old Testament figures 

have known that God's plans extended far into the future?  How could they have taken 



 3 

encouragement from sensing what God would do after their own lifetimes?  What does it 

mean that they were seeking a 'country' of their own?  How does all this apply to us? 

 

Th e Continu ity of F aith  (Hebrews 11:17-22) 
 

In the next few examples of faithfulness, the writer links the faith of Abraham with the faith of 

his descendants.  As he describes each generation, the writer reminds us that each one was 

conscious of being part of a larger picture, a long-term plan.  Abraham and his descendants all 

realized that many of God's promises would be completely fulfilled only in the future. 

 

God's testing of Abraham, when he asked Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, is one of the 

Scriptures' most startling examples of faith (11:17-19).  Abraham's faith was tested to the limit, 

for not only was he asked to kill his beloved son, but he was also risking all of the promises that 

God had linked to Isaac ('it is through Isaac that your offspring shall be reckoned'). 

 

It is both interesting and significant that Abraham had a specific idea in mind, as he assumed that 

God would use his divine power to raise Isaac back from the dead*.  It didn't matter that the 

details of Abraham's expectation turned out to be incorrect.  What mattered - and what matters 

for us in similar situations - is that he trusted God, and so he got Isaac back from death after all. 
 

* Note that this is not mere speculation on the writer's part.  Genesis 22:5 has generally been understood to 

mean that Abraham had the belief that is described here in Hebrews. 

 

As Abraham in faith believed that he was part of a bigger picture, so also Isaac, Jacob, and 

Joseph had this same kind of faith (11:20-22).  Each of them knew that his own lifetime was only 

one link in the chain that God was piecing together.  It mattered little to them that they would 

never see the final results in this world, for they rejoiced not in results, but in God himself. 

 

Though Isaac got caught in the middle of the rivalry between his two sons, he passed along the 

blessings as God wished, trusting in God to iron out any difficulties.  Jacob, likewise, blessed the 

sons of his son Joseph, knowing that both he and they were part of something much bigger than 

any of them.  Jacob also lived a life of worship even in his last days.  Joseph also had faith in the 

future.  He knew that God would someday lead his people out of Egypt and back to Canaan, and 

he left instructions that his bones be carried along when the day came*, centuries later. 

 
* Joseph's request is found in Genesis 50:25.  Moses himself brought Joseph's bones out of Egypt, as 

described in Exodus 13:19.  Joseph's request was not completely fulfilled until Joshua 24:32. 

 

If we are faithful as God desires us to be, we shall consider our own place in the history of the 

faithful.  The events, fads, celebrities, and perils of our own generation are just wisps of vapor, 

but the promises we inherit from generations long ago are anchors for our souls.  We may or may 

not see exciting results in our lifetimes, for God may have other plans for us.  We are called to 

remain faithful, in season and out of season, and to rejoice always in knowing God and his truth. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What might God ask us to do that would parallel his 

command that Abraham sacrifice Isaac?  What is the purpose of a command like this?  

What good came out of it?  How did Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph demonstrate their faith in 

God's future plans?  What are some of the different ways that God might want to use us 

as part of his long-term plans? 

 

- Mark Garner, July 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Eig ht: The Enduranc e of  the Faithf ul  (Hebrews 11:23-4 0 ) 
 

F aith, by its nature, inherently involves a belief and a confidence in the unseen, with a reliance 

on hope rather than present blessings.  F rom this it follows that faith must also, of necessity, 

involve endurance and perseverance.  The examples in the last part of H ebrews 1 1  illustrate how 

a genuine faith in God can sustain us through anything that this world inflicts upon us. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

The writer has explained how Jesus' sacrificial ministry has fulfilled the requirement that 

shedding of blood is necessary for forgiveness, and has also provided a once for all sacrifice 

(Hebrews 9:15-10:18).  He exhorted his readers to draw near to God (Hebrews 10:19-39), and 

then began to describe the nature of faith, using examples from the Scriptures (Hebrews 11:1-7). 

 

What it means to live by faith (Hebrews 11:8-22) is well illustrated by Abraham and his 

descendants.  Abraham first showed his faith by his willingness to settle in the remote region of 

Canaan, at God's direction.  He also believed God's promise that he would have many 

descendants.  Abraham and the other examples of faithfulness lived as strangers in this world, 

having only a distant view of the things God had promised through Jesus.  They desired their 

own country, a spiritual home.  Abraham's faith held up when God tested him, and Abraham's 

descendants after him showed the same faith in the future. 

 

Lessons F rom M oses,  Th e E x od u s,  & J osh u a (Hebrews 11:23-31) 
 

The era of Moses, the exodus, and Joshua provides further examples of the kind of faith that God 

seeks in his people.  In particular, Moses himself is another example of someone whose faith 

enabled him to sense that the events of his own era held an importance that would stretch far into 

the future.  His faith was characterized by perseverance, sacrifice, obedience, and humility. 

 

Though we do not always think of them as such, Moses' parents are themselves examples of faith 

(11:23).  They risked punishment from the Egyptians in order to protect their baby, not only out 

of an understandable personal desire, but also because they perceived that, in the words of the 

writer, 'he was no ordinary child'*.  Their faith allowed them to sense that God would use their 

son, even though they probably had no idea in what manner this might come about. 
 

* Literally, they saw he was a 'beautiful' child, as the phrase is translated in the NASB and the NRSV .  The 

K ing James uses the phrase 'a proper child', which reflects an older meaning of the Greek word.  As used in 

the New Testament, the word here probably implies something pleasing to God (see also Acts 7:20). 

 

The faith of Moses himself illustrates many significant themes (11:24-28).  Though brought up 

as a prince of Egypt, once Moses became an adult he embraced his spiritual identity.  Although it 

could bring him no possible personal gain, he chose to be counted as a Hebrew, and even to 

suffer with the Hebrews, rather than continue in a life of ease and pleasure.  Those with genuine 

faith do not embrace the world's standards and habits, for popularity or any other reason. 

 

The writer says that Moses did this because of his priorities and his perspective.  Moses knew the 

cheapness of worldly treasures, and he knew the spiritual value of experiencing 'disgrace for the 
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sake of Christ'*, since he was looking to the future, not the present, for his reward.  Like 

Abraham, Moses probably did not have a clear idea of the Messiah, but he understood that God 

was leading his people to the Promised Land as part of a broader plan.  Likewise, he obediently 

kept the Passover, among many other commands from God. 
 

* The K JV  and NRSB use the somewhat ambiguous and rather overly literal phrase, 'the reproach of 

Christ'.  In this case, the NIV  translation is a better rendering of the structure. 

 

The events of the exodus and of the conquest of Canaan under Joshua re-emphasize the lessons 

of faith (11:29-31).  The people passed safely through the sea because they trusted in God's hand 

as he held back the waters.  The walls of Jericho fell when the people humbly followed God's 

commands, and trusted in him to win the victory for them.  Likewise, the prostitute Rahab was 

blessed and commended for putting her faith in the living God instead of standing with the idols 

she had been raised with.  All of these examples show us what is possible for the faithful. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What lessons could we learn from Moses' parents?  

What motivated Moses through all of his experiences?  What could Moses have known 

about the future of God's people?  What can we learn from the examples in these verses? 

 

Th e F aith fu l I n Th is W orld  (Hebrews 11:32-38) 

 

As the writer points out, there is almost no end to the examples of faithfulness that we could 

study, from the Old Testament era alone.  So these verses merely provide a rapid survey of a few 

more of the ways that faithfulness reveals itself in the experiences of life in this present world.  

One thing that particularly stands out is the contrast between the world and the faithful. 

 

The writer first gives us numerous examples of the kinds of victories that were gained through 

faith (11:32-34).  The heroes of the past are many, and even great names like David and Samuel 

are mentioned only in passing.  F or it is not the purpose of the epistle to commend or to list every 

great act of faith, but rather to instill faith in its readers. 

 

Winning battles, surviving perils, and the like are encouraging to read about, but the writer wants 

us not to admire them but to experience, on our own level, the victories that faith brings.  The 

idea of weakness being turned to strength characterizes many of the things we read about in this 

chapter.  The point is that there was nothing necessarily special about any of these persons, 

except that they had faith in God, the same God whom we know through Jesus. 

 

We must also be aware of the sufferings of the faithful (11:35-38).  The writer makes prominent 

mention of the hope of resurrection, which motivated even ancient believers.  There were 

instances of physical resurrection, and of those who endured additional suffering because of their 

confidence in a future resurrection*.  F aith and hope allowed the believers of the past to endure 

an extraordinary variety of tortures and torments** inflicted upon them by the ungodly.  The 

writer does not provide an exhaustive list**, just illustrations of what faith can get us through. 
 

* The ancient Jews believed that the souls of the dead went to a shadowy place called Sheol.  Some 

believed that this was a temporary home, to be replaced with a final resurrection, while others believed that 

Sheol was all that there was after death. 

 

** All of the specific horrors mentioned here come either from the Scriptures or from other ancient 

accounts.  As one example of the latter, being sawed in two refers to what the sinful king Manasseh did to 

the prophet Isaiah, according to some ancient Jewish sources. 
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The world was not worthy of such men and women, and if we live by a genuine faith, it will not 

be worthy of us either.  The more that the world harms and insults believers in God, the greater is 

the victory for those who overcome the world through faith.  But the world will not stop trying, 

and we must not let down our guard or allow ourselves to be persuaded by the world's efforts. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What is the purpose of mentioning some of the great 

spiritual victories won by the faithful of the past?  What does the writer want his readers 

to learn from this?  What should we learn from the sufferings of the faithful?  How can 

we tell whether the world is or is not 'worthy' of us?  What should we be 'worthy' of? 

 

God  Planned  S ometh ing Better (Hebrews 11:39 -4 0 ) 
 

The acts of faith that are described in this chapter are even more remarkable in view of the fact 

that none of these faithful persons was able to live long enough to see the complete fulfillment of 

God's plans in Jesus.  We are blessed to an extraordinary degree, in that we are able to see and to 

experience the outpouring of grace that came through the blood of Jesus. 

 

All of these great examples of faith were commended for it, and rightly so (11:39).  Yet, as with 

Abraham, none of them received all that God had promised.  They did, indeed, often receive 

blessings in this world, both spiritual and physical.  But they were all motivated by the intangible 

perception that what God was doing had an importance that went far beyond their own lifetimes. 

 

Most of these persons had only a very limited knowledge of God's plans, but they had great faith 

in the wisdom and certainty of his plans (11:40).  As amazing as it may seem, 'only together with 

us' were they made perfect.  F or Jesus' blood was needed to provide eternal cleansing for their 

sins, just as it was needed for ours.  True indeed were Jesus' words to the apostles, when he told 

them that, 'I sent you to reap what you have not worked for.  Others have done the hard work, 

and you have reaped the benefits of their labor' (John 4:38). 

 

And how much more truth do these words hold for us!   Although our expressions of gratitude for 

our salvation in Jesus are quite meager compared with the blessings we have received, we can be 

sure that God is pleased nonetheless with those who thank him in faith.  Likewise, faith can 

sustain us through this life, and can give us the endurance we need to get through it. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How were these persons commended for their faith?  

How could they endure so much without any specific expectation of reward?  Why were 

they 'made perfect' only with us?  What lessons does this hold for us? 

 

- Mark Garner, July 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes f or Week Nine: God Disc ipl ines Us For Our Good (Hebrews 12:1-13) 
 

F aith is essential in every aspect of our relationship with God.  Y et faith in God is not a q uality 

that comes easily for most of us.  I t is therefore necessary for God to discipline his people, in 

many different ways, in order to instill faith and to draw us away from worldly distractions and 

temptations.  This week's passage reminds us how and why God disciplines us. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons on Hebrews 11 
 

In Hebrews 11, the writer uses numerous examples to illustrate the kind of faith that God is 

looking for in his people.  The phrase, 'by faith . . .' appears many times, beginning with the 

examples of Abel, Enoch, and Noah (Hebrews 11:1-7).  Living by faith involves believing in the 

unseen, and looking for a heavenly city with real foundations, not an earthly reward. 

 

The endurance of the faithful is seen in further examples, such as Moses (Hebrews 11:23-40).  

Moses led a life of sacrifice and humility, since he was looking ahead to his reward, knowing he 

was part of a plan that extended well into the future.  Many examples show that the faithful 

experience many victories in this world, but also have to suffer for their faith.  In Jesus, God 

planned something better than anything this world can offer.  His people in the Old Testament 

responded with gratitude and endurance, though they never saw the completion of the plan. 

 

Ru nning Th e Race (Hebrews 12:1-3) 
 

These verses contain several practical insights that can help us to nurture a faith that will last.  

Most of all, they remind us to focus on Jesus and on the nature of his sacrificial ministry.  

Because he endured more suffering than any of us will ever have to, he understands our own 

struggles.  He showed us how to overcome the world through faithful endurance. 

 

To develop a lasting faith, we must first throw off things that hinder faith (12:1).  As the writer 

makes this appeal to his readers, he reminds them of the great figures of faith he has described, 

who form a 'cloud of witnesses' observing God's people today.  To think of David, Abraham, 

Noah, and all the rest watching us can give us quite a different perspective on our daily lives. 

 

Naturally, the faithful should dispense with the sins that God exposes in their lives.  But there are 

also many things that may not be sin, but that entangle us with the world.  The greatest dangers 

to our faith do not always come from the most obvious or 'worst' sins.  Rather, the subtle ways 

that the world tries to get us to adopt their perspectives and values can be greater spiritual threats. 

 

The writer's call to fix our eyes on Jesus ties together much of what he has written previously 

(12:2-3).  As 'author and perfecter'* of our faith, Jesus is our Savior and our example, a mighty 

Lord and a compassionate brother.  By knowing him and appreciating the things he did when he 

lived on this earth, we can learn to focus our own faith on the things that mattered to Jesus. 

 
* Instead of 'perfecter', as in many modern versions, the K ing James uses 'finisher', which more accurately 

represents the sense of the word.  The word translated 'author' can also be thought of as 'leader'' or 'pioneer'. 
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Jesus lived a life of sacrifice that contrasted sharply with his life in heaven with his F ather.  He 

also endured more suffering and pain than we are likely ever to experience.  He did so because 

he knew it would lead to blessings that would far outweigh the sufferings, and he thought of 'the 

joy set before him' rather than the things he did not have in this world.  His endurance and godly 

confidence enabled him to win the greatest victory of all: the defeat of sin. 

 

Enduring opposition, persecution, and even harm from the sinful is an unavoidable part of living 

in a fallen world.  We certainly have no right to demand a better life than the one that God's own 

Son had.  As he often said himself, no servant is greater than his master.  If we truly have faith, 

we will be treated just the way they treated Jesus.  When this happens, we should not lose heart, 

but should rejoice in what God has put upon our hearts. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are some of the things that hinder our faith, or 

that entangle us?  How do we throw them off?  What was the joy set before Jesus, which 

enabled him to endure so much?  Is this joy something that can motivate us also?  What 

kinds of opposition ought we to expect?  How can we learn better to endure it? 

 

Th e Lord ' s D iscip line (Hebrews 12:4 -11) 

 

God's discipline is an essential part of our relationship with him, because he loves us too much to 

allow us to indulge our own desires and whims.  God's discipline is always for our good, since he 

can use even the worst of our struggles in some positive way.  His discipline is not punishment 

for punishment's sake - on the contrary, it is proof that he loves us and cares about us. 

 

In this sense, we can choose whether to struggle against sin or to struggle against God* (12:4-6).  

Our fleshly desires are often in opposition to God's will, and anyone with true faith will face this 

kind of conflict every day.  Yet, as the writer of Hebrews admonishes us, it is almost always a 

bloodless struggle.  Jesus shed his blood so that most of us won't have to.  Although we often 

feel resentful or self-piteous when we have to deny ourselves, it isn’t really much of a sacrifice, 

compared with what Jesus endured on our behalf.  Yet, we so often choose to resist God's will* 

or to argue with what his Word teaches us, so that we won't have to struggle against our desires. 

 
* In this connection, remember that the very name God gave to his people, Israel, means 'he struggles with 

God'.  This was God's ironic way of pointing out that this conflict is inherent in our human nature. 

 

The quotation here from Proverbs 3 tells us that God disciplines those he loves.  Discipline is not 

a sign of his displeasure, but of love and concern.  Despite what we all may want to believe, we 

are not fit to rule our own lives.  Only through God's patient, wise discipline can any of us avoid 

wrecking our souls, and in many cases wrecking our earthly lives as well.  When God disciplines 

us, we should not make light of it by ignoring his message or by trying to rationalize it away.  

Nor should we lose heart, since his discipline always comes with his love. 

 

The writer's call for us to endure hardship as discipline (12:7-11) is both an exhortation and a 

lesson.  We often misunderstand the ways that God disciplines his children, because we are used 

to the ways that humans in positions of authority discipline and punish others.  God's discipline 

is not always in response to something specific that we have done wrong.  The anxieties, 

disappointments, frustrations, and pains of daily life are an important form of discipline, teaching 

us that this world is not our home, and will never be perfect.  They are necessary in teaching us 

that we must not live to satisfy our fleshly desires. 
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The analogy with our human fathers can help us to understand other aspects of God's discipline.  

Discipline is inherent in any parent-child relationship, and if it is not there, we ought to question 

whether the parent really cares about the children.  The discipline that human parents enforce 

upon their children is not always perfect, but it is usually motivated out of love and concern.  

God's own discipline, of course, is perfect, always wise and always compassionate.  God's 

discipline also has a much more important purpose. 

 

God's discipline is not designed to make us more successful in this world, or to make us conform 

to an external code of behavior.  His discipline leads to holiness and to an eternal relationship 

with our Creator.  It is not supposed to feel good in the short term, but rather is expected to 

produce spiritual fruit in the long term.  As with so much else in our relationship with God, it 

produces a future harvest of righteousness, peace, and other valuable things. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why are we so resistant to being disciplined?  Why is 

it so hard for us to look at things from a long-term, spiritual perspective?  How can we 

learn better to appreciate God's discipline?  What does God want us to learn when we 

undergo discipline?  What do we learn from the analogy with human parents? 

 

S p iritu al S trength ening (Hebrews 12:12-13) 
 

One of the fruits of God's discipline is spiritual strengthening.  Just as physical exercise can 

strengthen our bodies, so also spiritual exertion can build endurance, humility, and other good 

fruits.  Through God's grace, our human weaknesses can be turned to godly strengths, and we 

can share in the healing that God grants to the weak and fearful when they call on him. 

 

Unlike the world, God does not want to patronize or pity the lame and the weak, but to 

strengthen and heal them (12:12-13).  The writer uses the analogy of the body of Christ here as 

he exhorts us to strengthen our 'feeble arms and weak knees', that is, the spiritually weak.  F or 

Christians, true encouragement does not involve pretending that everything is fine no matter 

what, but rather in helping one another to allow God's grace and power to work in us.  This in 

turn comes from helping one another to focus on Jesus, on eternity, and on godly things. 

 

This is what it means to make our paths level.  When we help one another to accept spiritual 

truths, even when they are unpleasant to our fleshly natures, we are making it much easier to see 

God's hand at work and to understand his will.  It is unfortunate that so many believers equate 

'spiritual discipline' with fleshly practices such as quizzing one another about our spiritual 

accomplishments.  Such methods are little different from the ways that the worldly attempt to 

motivate one another.  Godly discipline does not produce either guilt or pride, but rather instills 

endurance and hope in our hearts, as we remind one another of the truths of the gospel. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What does the writer mean by 'feeble arms and weak 

knees'?  How can we strengthen them?  How can we help one another to grow in our 

relationship with God without resorting to fleshly forms of motivation? 

 

- Mark Garner, July 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Ten: You Hav e Come To Mount Z ion (Hebrews 12:14 -24 ) 
 

F aith and spiritual discipline are essential to our relationship with God, and not least because 

they enable us to understand all that we have been given in Jesus.  W hile a genuine faith 

req uires us to make sacrifices in this world, faith also brings us into fellowship with God.  F rom 

this flow countless spiritual blessings, as we become part of an eternal realm. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

The eleventh chapter of the epistle teaches what faith is all about, first with some simple 

examples showing that by faith we believe in the unseen, which pleases God  (Hebrews 11:1-7).  

Living by faith requires us to renounce our citizenship in this world, and to put our hope in 

something better (Hebrews 11:8-22).  The faithful must also endure, for in this world our lives 

will see periods of spiritual victories alternating with times of suffering (Hebrews 11:23-40). 

 

God disciplines us for our good (Hebrews 12:1-13).  The great figures of faith are now a 'cloud 

of witnesses', encouraging us to throw off all that hinders our faith, and to fix our eyes on Jesus.  

God's discipline is a sign of his love, not of rejection, and we should learn to see the hardships of 

this world as a form of spiritual discipline.  Discipline is inherent in a loving F ather's relationship 

with his children.  God wants to strengthen us spiritually and to heal the weak.  Endurance and 

discipline make our spiritual paths level, and eliminate obstacles in our relationship with God. 

 

 

Practical God liness (Hebrews 12:14 -17) 
 

The writer of Hebrews continues to teach his readers how to apply the principles of faith.  These 

verses teach us how godliness can and should be a part of our daily lives.  We can also help each 

other to avoid sin and to nurture an awareness of holiness.  While we are far from perfect, we are 

now the people of God, and we are able to overcome sins that simply overpower the worldly. 

 

As simple as it may seem, the call to live in peace and holiness (12:14-15) is an essential 

application of faith.  Notice that several times in this short passage the writer uses phrases such 

as 'make every effort' and 'see to it'.  F aith is meaningless if it does not affect the way that we 

live, speak, and think.  Thus we should live in peace with humanity and in holiness before God. 

 

Although God's Word exhorts us to come out of the world and to reject its values, at the same 

time it calls us to live in peace.  This apparent contradiction is addressed by Paul in Romans 

12:18.  We should never be the ones responsible for violent disputes, physical conflict, or 

anything of the sort.  Our battles with the world should be on a spiritual level, seeing the worldly 

as lost souls in desperate need of help, not as evil beings deserving of abuse.  This then 

harmonizes with the call to live in holiness.  We ought never to allow the world to stain us with 

its corruption and emptiness, nor should we sink to its level by fighting in a worldly manner. 

 

It is interesting that one of the things we are called to 'see to' is that no one misses the grace of 

God.  In our exhortations to one another, in our devotion to ministry, and in our search for the 

truth, we need to keep grace always at the forefront.  This can also help us to prevent what the 
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writer calls 'bitter roots'.  While Satan's attacks will never end, and thus there will always be false 

teachings and divisions from time to time, we can make such woes much more rare if we keep 

our focus on God himself and on Jesus our high priest, rather than on ourselves. 

 

Developing a godly perspective on the things of this world is also an important application of 

faith (12:16-17).  Guarding against all forms of sexual immorality is a challenging, but essential, 

aspect of godly living.  Sexual sins of all kinds put our focus strongly on the flesh, and thus can 

be ruinous to our relationship with God.  The writer parallels this with a different kind of 

godlessness, as exemplified by Esau's disdain for his birthright and his blessing.  In both cases, 

the error lies in focusing on things that give immediate sensual gratification, to the detriment of 

spiritual growth and well-being in the long run. 

 

Esau sold his inheritance rights for one meal (though apparently a very good one).  Such a faulty 

set of priorities would be appalling in any case, but even more so in that this was an inheritance 

granted by God himself.  The writer points out that Esau's sudden desire for the blessing came 

too late, after Jacob had already acquired it* irrevocably for himself.  The lesson parallel is that 

we must learn now to appreciate the spiritual blessings we have in Jesus, rather than seeing them 

as a mere afterthought compared to the worldly blessings we really desire. 

 
* Note that the Scriptures do not commend Jacob for the deceitful means that he used to acquire Esau's 

blessing and birthright.  But Jacob was blessed nonetheless because he valued and wanted these things, 

valuing them more than the earthly things that Esau prized so much. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How can we 'see to it' and 'make every effort' to fulfill 

the requests in this passage?  Why are peace, holiness, and purity essential in the lives of 

the faithful?  What does the parallel of Esau teach Christians?  What kinds of similar 

mistakes is the author warning us against? 

 

 

W h at W e Have N ot Come To (Hebrews 12:18-21) 

 

The next two passages contrast two views of God's kingdom.  These verses tell us the kind of 

kingdom that we have not come to in Christ.  In recalling some of the more forbidding aspects of 

God's relationship with his people under the old law, the writer of Hebrews reminds us of the 

barriers that once stood between God and his people.  But it no longer has to be like this. 

 

The description of 'a mountain burning with fire' hearkens back to the relationship God had with 

the Israelites when he brought them out of Egypt (12:18-21).  The fearful sights and sounds 

described here were as much a part of things as his miracles and his providence.  The details in 

these verses come from various verses in Exodus chapters 19 and 20*, which describe Moses' 

first trip up Mount Sinai to receive written commands from God.  The intimidating display of 

God's power was necessary, to prevent the other Israelites from coming too close to God's 

presence, and risking destruction by so doing. 

 
* See, in particular, Exodus 19:10-13, 19:16-23, and 20:18-21.  The direct quote attributed to Moses is 

usually understood to refer to Deuteronomy 9:19, which is at a different point within the same sequence of 

events (and which reads slightly differently).  It is also possible that the quote is not meant to be an exact 

reference to an Old Testament Scripture, but may have been taken from another ancient Jewish source. 
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Because the Israelites had only animal sacrifices to atone for their sins, God was never able to 

establish intimate personal interactions with more than a small number of persons such as Moses.  

The rest of the Israelites were overwhelmed by God's Word, and literally pleaded that God not 

speak to them directly.  Even Moses himself trembled with fear as he thought about the awesome 

power of God, and of what it could do if God became displeased. 

 

All this is preserved in God's Word so that we might appreciate how lucky we are that we do not 

have to have this kind of distant, fearful relationship with God.  Moses and many others devoted 

their lives to ministry, without ever having the spiritual blessings we have received in Jesus. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does the writer give so much detail about a way 

of serving God that is no longer necessary?  At the time, why was God's relationship with 

Israel characterized by fire, smoke, and other intimidating features?  What are we 

supposed to learn from this? 

 

 

W h at W e Have Come To (Hebrews 12:22-24 ) 
 

As believers, we have come into a kingdom that has many extraordinary characteristics, but they 

are no longer like the imposing physical sights that once characterized God's relationship with 

his people.  Notice how everything that the writer describes here is invisible in our world, so that, 

by its very nature, the kingdom of God can only be appreciated by those who have faith. 

 

In Jesus, we have not come back to Mount Sinai, but rather we have come to the heavenly 

Jerusalem (12:22-24).  This is the city of the living God, the city with foundations that Abraham, 

Moses, and all the rest longed for.  The church, as we see it and experience it, is a part of this 

city, but it is only the gateway into a city whose real dimensions we cannot yet comprehend. 

 

The heavenly Jerusalem is home to many thousands of angels, joyfully assembling before God 

and joyfully doing his bidding.  It is the eternal home of the church of the firstborn, that is, all 

who believe in Jesus.  Our names are written in heaven even now, confirming that we are no 

longer citizens of this world. 

 

The heavenly Jerusalem is home to God himself, the true Judge, and the only real power that 

matters in the universe.  Here our own spirits will find their resting place and their eternal home, 

having been made perfect through the blood of Jesus.  And the Lamb himself, whose sprinkled 

blood cleansed us and made us righteous, will be there forever, rejoicing in his F ather's glory, 

rejoicing in our salvation, and rejoicing that we can finally be together. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kind of foundations does the city described in 

these verses have?  How is this better than the situation described in the previous 

passage?  Consider each of the listed aspects of the heavenly city.  How can we help each 

other to value and appreciate these blessings and the things we have to look forward to? 

 

- Mark Garner, August 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week El ev en: With Rev erenc e &  Awe (Hebrews 12:25-29 ) 
 

I n these verses, the main ideas of the epistle come to a climax, culminating in the writer's 

reference to the 'kingdom that cannot be shaken', to which believers belong.  The realiz ation of 

what we have in Jesus, and of the importance of following him, calls us to listen to God with 

great care and devotion.  A genuine faith in God will inspire, above all, reverence and awe. 

 

Review of Recent Lessons 
 

The eleventh chapter of Hebrews is an extensive discourse on faith.  It uses numerous examples 

of faithful believers to illustrate what it means to live by faith, and to show how the faithful must 

endure in this world (Hebrews 11).  To help us develop faith, God disciplines us for our good, 

using the hardships of this world to teach us (Hebrews 12:1-13). 

 

In Jesus, we have come to Mount Zion, and should live accordingly (Hebrews 12:14-24).  We 

should help one another to live in peace, holiness, and grace, and to avoid immorality and 

godlessness.  That is, we should not be like Esau, who preferred temporary earthly blessings to 

lasting spiritual ones.  Under the Old Covenant, the Israelites' relationship with God was 

characterized by dramatic (and often overwhelming) sights and words.  But we have, instead, 

come to the heavenly Jerusalem.  To those living in this world, it is an invisible kingdom, but is 

very real, and those who believe will someday see it as it really is. 

 

 

D o N ot Refu se Him W h o S p eak s (Hebrews 12:25-27) 
 

The description of the heavenly Jerusalem was not meant as a mere motivational ploy.  The 

writer of Hebrews speaks earnestly to his readers, urging them not to ignore or to treat lightly 

what they are reading.  God's Word and will should be treated with the greatest respect.  While 

God is extraordinarily patient, there will eventually be consequences for those who ignore him. 

 

We note once again the writer's phrase, 'see to it …', as he exhorts them to listen to God (12:25).  

His warning is a solemn one, and we also should not ignore it.  In any era, it is easy to push 

God's Word into the background, and to listen instead to the loud, persistent voices from the 

world as they tell us to indulge our desires and not to take God so seriously. 

 

But, as the writer points out, no one can ever escape from God forever.  The reference to those 

who did not escape when warned from earth refers to the manner in which those who rejected the 

Law of Moses could be punished.  As he has also indicated in Hebrews 10:28-29, the stakes are 

higher now.  We have now been warned from heaven, have been given a much better opportunity 

to know God, and have been given much greater promises from God.  But likewise, those who 

reject all this will face consequences in eternity, not merely on this earth. 

 

Under the Old Covenant, rebellion and godlessness often faced prompt punishment, but now (or 

'once more . . . ') there will be a final shaking out of good from evil (12:26-27).  Before the 

coming of Jesus, God's voice and God's mighty arm shook the earth on more than one occasion, 

but a greater shaking than any of those was yet to come. 
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The quotation in verse 26 is a prophecy from Haggai, whose ministry took place in the days 

when the exiles were returning from Babylon*.  Haggai and Zechariah were the two prophets 

whom God sent to motivate the people to rebuild the temple, and Haggai 2:6-9 is set in this 

context.  In those verses, God reminds his people of the times he has shaken the earth, and he 

warns them that one day the heavens will also be shaken. 

 
* In 536 BC, the Israelites who were held captive in Babylon were allowed to return to their homeland by 

decree of Cyrus of Persia, who had conquered Babylon in 538 BC.  Shortly after their return, the people 

began work on the temple, but soon abandoned it.  In 520 BC, the prophets Haggai and Zechariah were sent 

by God to convict the people of the need to make the sacrifices necessary to get the temple restored. 

 

To Haggai's original listeners, the prophecy was a reminder that everything they had was given 

to them through God's care and mercy.  God also promised them that the glory in their future was 

greater than the glory in their past.  Although they did not understand at the time, the greatest 

glory lay not in the physical house they were building, but in the spiritual house that God would 

later build through Jesus, on the foundations laid by former generations of God's people. 

 

The shaking that God promised in the future* would result in the removal of created things, the 

things of this world.  When God declares that the time for judgment has come, nothing in this 

world will remain, and only what cannot be shaken - eternal things - will endure.  We ought 

always to be conscious of this reality, for it will clarify a great deal of what God's Word says to 

us, and it will help support us through many difficulties. 

 
* The 'shaking' that God promised through Haggai could, as is the case with many Old Testament 

prophecies, find its fulfillment on two different levels.  The writer of Hebrews primarily uses it to refer to a 

final judgment on the world, and it could also apply in a more figurative sense to the coming of Jesus and 

to the way that the gospel brings a 'shaking' by revealing and exposing what is in human hearts. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What could happen to those under the first covenant 

who rebelled against God's Word?  Why is the risk of punishment greater today?  What is 

the punishment that the writer warns about?  What kind of 'shaking' should we expect?  

How does the original context in Haggai help us to understand this prophecy? 

 

 

Let Us Be Th ank fu l (Hebrews 12:28-29 ) 

 

When we begin to understand all that God has given us in Jesus, and to appreciate his eternal 

blessings more than the earthly ones, we then cannot help but be thankful.  And if our faith is 

genuine, then we can indeed worship God in spirit and in truth, as he wishes us to do.  Even a 

basic understanding of God's true nature will make all the difference in how we think and live. 

 

Here, then, is where the writer discusses the kingdom that cannot be shaken (12:28-29).  We can 

never truly rely on the things of this world, whether material things or other humans.  But the 

things of the heavenly Jerusalem will always be there - not just during our lifetimes, but also for 

eternity.  We know that we have our names written in heaven, we know that one day we shall see 

God and his angels, and we know that Jesus' blood has cleansed us of all sin. 

 

Let us indeed then be thankful.  If we actually understand and believe these things, we will not 

need to pretend to be thankful for them, for when understood they are unforgettable.  But what 
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has happened to the addressees of this epistle can happen to us.  There are so many physical, 

earthly aspects of Christianity that our fleshly minds and hearts can easily become focused on 

them.  We can become pre-occupied with having what we want in this world, with seeing our 

ministries succeed in earthly terms, and with feeling positive emotions.  We must instead focus 

on the eternal and seek the unseen. 

 

Genuine thankfulness also enables us to worship God 'acceptably'*, with our focus on him rather 

than on ourselves.  Reverence and awe are the two indispensable components of acceptable 

worship, and while other things may or may not make our worship more enjoyable for us, 

worship is only acceptable to God if it exalts him above our own desires and wishes. 

 
* The Greek word comes from the verb that means 'to please', and it thus can also be translated as 

'pleasing'.  But the standard English translations invariably translate it as 'acceptable', since the Greek word 

was usually used to mean 'in an acceptable (or appropriate) manner'. 
 

Our God is, amongst many other things, a consuming fire, as this quotation from Deuteronomy 

4:24* indicates.  Although the world, as well as many false teachers who call themselves 

Christians, would prefer to deny this side of God, it is an inherent and essential part of his nature.  

To trifle with God, to claim that we know better than he does, to claim that his Word has 

limitations or is outdated, is quite literally playing with fire. 

 
* In its original context, this was a phrase used by Moses as a solemn charge to the Israelites.  He has just 

explained to them that God would not allow him to enter the Promised Land, and he wants them to realize 

the folly of arguing with God, as well as the danger of straying from their covenant relationship with him. 

 

Here is the central message of Hebrews, which is also one of the basic teachings of the New 

Testament.  The tendency to focus on outward things is just as much of a problem for Christians 

as it is for anyone else.  Any time we forget the real purpose of Jesus' sacrificial ministry, our 

relationship with God and our ministry will begin to go off-track.  If we choose to downplay the 

eternal promises that are at the core of the gospel, and choose instead to focus on mere human 

agendas - whether those may be numerical, social, or of any other type - then there will always 

be important truths of the faith that we cannot grasp or accept. 

 

But if we do accept the perspective that Hebrews teaches us, then we indeed have something to 

hold on to.  No one in the universe can take away the heavenly Jerusalem, not even the devil 

himself.  If we remain faithful, we need not fear the wrath of the world, for it is of no account 

whatsoever when compared with the love and grace of God. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What do we have in Jesus that 'cannot be shaken'?  

Do we have anything now for which this is true?  Why is it important to worship God 

acceptably?  What does this mean?  Why are reverence and awe essential?  What do they 

mean?  What does it mean to say that God is a consuming fire? 

 

 

- Mark Garner, August 2006 

 

© 2006 by Mark Garner 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Twel v e: Yesterday  &  Today  &  Forev er (Hebrews 13:1-10 ) 
 

I n this last chapter of the epistle, the writer moves on to a series of practical exhortations.  Y et 

even as he does so, he continues to emphasiz e how our faith and our lives are inseparable.  I n 

this series of instructions, he thus places a particular emphasis on the timeless nature of the 

gospel.  Jesus is indeed the same L ord and S avior, yesterday and today and forever. 

 

Review of Hebrews 12 
 

After the eleventh chapter's extensive exposition on faith, Hebrews moves on to describe how 

God disciplines us for our good (Hebrews 12:1-13).  In Jesus, we are no longer of this world, nor 

do we have the kind of relationship with God that the Israelites had in the desert, but rather we 

have come to Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem (Hebrews 12:14-24). 

 

So we should seek God with reverence and awe (Hebrews 12:25-29).  When God's warnings are 

ignored, the consequences are fearful, and he is warning us from heaven.  Haggai prophesied that 

God would shake both the earth and the heavens, so we should be thankful to have unshakeable 

things to hold on to.  The greatest blessings in Jesus come not in this world, but in eternity.  We 

should worship God acceptably, with deep respect, and with God, not humans, as the focus. 

 

Lives W orth y O f Th e Gosp el (Hebrews 13:1-6 ) 
 

Hebrews constantly reminds us that we can and should live in a manner consistent with the truths 

of the gospel.  This in turn requires us to take the focus off of ourselves, to attempt to see things 

from the perspectives of others, and to learn to see God's own viewpoint.  In particular, it is only 

when we try to see things from someone else's viewpoint that we truly care about that person. 

 

Understanding the needs of others is the first step toward genuinely loving them (13:1-3).  As 

simple as it may sound to show brotherly love and to show concern for the needs of strangers, to 

put these things into practice requires deliberate effort.  It is easy to talk and posture about loving 

others, but this is hardly a true test.  We have in our human nature the tendency to be aware of 

our own needs, but it is not easy to put ourselves in someone else's shoes.  Even when we do 

make efforts to meet the needs of others, it is easy to do so primarily to gain praise or reward. 

 

Remembering the imprisoned and the mistreated* may have been a more widespread need at the 

time that the epistle was written, but it is easy to apply the same principle in other ways today.  

There are always a great many needs around us, and the worldly tend to view these mainly as a 

means of looking good and earning praise.  As a result, there are always many persons suffering 

in ways that the world takes no notice of.  We only truly care about the needs of others when we 

make efforts to deal with one need at a time, in ways that won't be widely noticed by others. 

 
* The writer is particularly thinking of Christians who are imprisoned or maltreated.  Likewise, entertaining 

strangers (in verse 2) primarily refers to believers who are strangers or travelers.  (Compare these verses 

with Hebrews 10:32-34).  In our own experience, we are less likely to encounter Christians who face 

physical persecution for their faith, yet we can apply these same principles in other ways. 
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The gospel also teaches each believer to live a life of purity (13:4-6).  Purity in marriage and 

sexuality is essential for anyone who wants to be close to God and to understand God.  The 

extreme self-indulgence involved in sexual sin, with its blatant focus on the flesh, is an enormous 

hindrance to a spiritual focus, as even a spiritual 'giant' like David can learn to his dismay. 

 

Purity regarding money and material possessions is also important.  If we do not maintain a 

godly perspective in this area, then even the blessings God gives us can be turned against our 

souls.  There may even be times when God cannot give us blessings he would otherwise gladly 

confer upon us, if he knows that we would not be able to receive them with humble thanks.  The 

quotation from Deuteronomy 31* reminds us that, regardless of what we may or may not have 

on this earth, God is always with us, and we shall not lack for any of our deepest spiritual needs. 

 
* It is worth noting that Deuteronomy 31:6 (quoted here) was originally a statement made by Moses, as he 

was nearing death and presenting Joshua to the people as his successor.  Our faith can also be tested by our 

tendency to become dependent on human spiritual leaders. 

 

Purity in our devotion to God ties together these and many other principles.  This kind of purity 

calls us to take our focus off of the physical world, and to look instead to the spiritual and the 

eternal.  Psalm 118, from which the quotation in verse 6 comes, calls us to place all our faith in 

God, and to cast aside our fears of what humans think of us or do to us.  Genuine faith helps us to 

trust God and his Word, and to value these above the world's treasures, pleasures, and opinions. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How do the practical instructions in verses 1-3 come 

out of the things the writer has discussed earlier in the epistle?  How can we put these 

ideas into practice?  Why is it important for Christians to live in purity?  What should be 

our motivation to do this?  How does the writer want us to respond to these directives? 

 

Th e Timeless F ou nd ation of F aith  (Hebrews 13:7-10 ) 

 

All of the important teachings of the gospel are timeless truths, which are true in all places and in 

all eras of our world.  F aith itself is a timeless foundation for our lives, and it is able to sustain 

God's children in every imaginable time and circumstance.  Likewise, God's grace meets the 

deepest needs of every human soul.  These are the things on which we should build our lives. 

 

The writer asks his readers to consider the outcome of faithful living (13:7-8).  They are to notice 

and remember the lifestyles of their leaders and teachers, whose faith is shown in their practice 

of godly living over a period of years.  Such persons are unlikely to be celebrated or honored by 

the world, but their lives bear much more valuable spiritual fruit.  We may have to look closely, 

and we may have to reverse or reject the values that the world has taught us, but in the long run it 

is always possible to see the spiritual blessings that come from living by faith. 

 

In the same way that we can see examples of faithful living among those who have gone before 

us, we also are called to follow Jesus in faith.  The Jesus we follow is the same Jesus who was 

crucified over 19 centuries ago.  He is the same Jesus as the Jesus that faithful believers were 

following 100 or 200 or 1000 years ago.  And unless he returns and his F ather brings this world 

to an end, he will be the same Jesus 100 or 500 or 5000 years from now. 

 

This world undergoes constant change, but these changes are largely trivial.  Jesus is always the 

same, and the spiritual needs of the world never change, regardless of how often there are 

changes in public opinion, technology, government, or other such inconsequential matters. 



 3 

 

So we ought to allow our hearts so be strengthened by God's grace, which we shall always need 

and rely upon as long as we live in this world (13:9-10).  The appeal not to be carried away by 

'strange teachings'* is a needed caution in any era.  It is another perverse aspect of human nature 

that we find new or 'secret' teachings to be more interesting and exciting than the plain truths of 

the gospel.  This is especially true of salvation by grace, which offends our belief that, if we try 

hard enough, we can be sufficiently intelligent or righteous to attain salvation on our own power. 

 
* Literally, 'alien' or 'foreign' teachings.  That is, the writer refers to teachings that are inherently opposed to 

the genuine gospel. 

 

Even in the first century, many false teachings plagued the church.  Some came from Jewish 

believers who wanted their own old ways to be made mandatory for all Christians;  others came 

from former devotees of Greek or Roman religions, who wanted to adapt Christianity 

accordingly.  So too, the church today faces those who want to bend the truth of the Scriptures to 

make it more accommodating to their own cultural or personal preferences.  Cultural influences 

on the actual teachings of Scripture are almost always overstated, and contemporary readers of 

Scripture generally have an entirely false picture of what the cultures of past eras were like. 

 

Although such a study is beyond the scope of our Hebrews series, many of the early church's 

false teachings and fleshly controversies were remarkably similar to those we face in our own 

era.  Truly did Solomon say that there is 'nothing new under the sun', even in such an area as this. 

 

The properly nourished heart will be fed by grace, hope, faith, and other spiritual fare.  The 

specific problem of ceremonial foods (or, regulations about food) was particularly troublesome 

in the author's time, since ascetics and other groups were trying to force their own set of 

ceremonies or regulations about food on other believers.  Since nothing of the kind is a part of 

the gospel, all such practices were of no value.  This specific problem is at present largely a 

dormant one, yet the same spiritual principles can help us to ward off other similar disorders. 

 

The epistle tells us that we have our own (figurative) 'altar', or point of contact with God, which 

those who concentrate on rituals, secret teachings, or human mysticism cannot understand or 

appreciate.  Even many persons who are called 'religious' have no real relationship with God, 

since they are seeking him mainly by fleshly means.  If we remain faithful to the genuine gospel 

of the sprinkled blood, we should never expect the world to find us impressive, sophisticated, or 

brilliant.  Yet it is we who have true treasure and a genuine, lasting hope. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What does the writer call us here to learn from our 

'leaders'?  Who does he mean by this?  In what ways is Jesus the same forever?  Why are 

these things important?  How should this affect our worship and ministry?  How do we 

nourish our hearts by grace?  What things in our own experience might be equivalent to 

the problem of ceremonial foods?  How can we identify and respond to similar problems? 

 

- Mark Garner, August 2006 
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A KINGDOM THAT CANNOT BE SHAKEN: 

A STUDY OF HEBREWS, CHAPTERS 8-13 

 

Notes For Week Thirteen: Outside the Camp (Hebrews 13:11-25) 
 

The epistle closes with a series of practical exhortations, which also remind its readers of the 

uncommon nature of the kingdom to which we have been called.  The writer reminds us of the 

humiliating way in which Jesus died, and then asks us to accept this as a call to 'leave the camp' 

ourselves, to seek the heavenly Jerusalem rather than this world's treasures and glories. 

 

Review of Recent Classes 
 

God disciplines us for our good (Hebrews 12:1-13), since he has brought us through faith to 

Mount Zion, the heavenly Jerusalem, not merely some earthly home (Hebrews 12:14-24).  Our 

thankfulness should thus move us to worship him with reverence and awe (Hebrews 12:25-29). 

 

God and Jesus are the same yesterday and today and forever (Hebrews 13:1-10).  So we should 

turn away from the world's values, and live in a way worthy of the gospel.  We should strive to 

understand the needs of others, and should live in purity of body and mind.  Jesus our high priest 

is always there for us, and this gives us a foundation of faith.  Godly leaders past and present 

demonstrate the outcome of faithful living.  We ought thus to allow our hearts to be strengthened 

by grace, rather than ritual or other such things. 

 

Let Us Go To Him (Hebrews 13:11-17) 
 

Throughout the epistle, the writer reminds us of the way that Jesus lived and died on this earth.  

What he endured for our sake is also a call to us, as God appeals to us to develop the faith and 

the spiritual courage to go to Jesus and to become like him.  We can never be all that Jesus was, 

but we can show him that we understand and appreciate his example and his mercy. 

 

It is inherent in seeking Jesus that we should be prepared to bear the kind of disgrace he bore 

(13:11-14).  The writer explains this by means of yet another parallel between the Levitical 

sacrifices and Jesus' sacrifice of himself.  Under the Old Covenant, when sin offerings* were 

made, the bodies of the sacrificed animals (that is, the parts that were not involved in making the 

sacrifice) were taken outside the camp and burnt**, as one would do with garbage. 
 

* Note that this passage refers specifically to the way that bodies of animals were disposed of after a sin 

offering.  There were several types of basic sacrifices, and the procedures could be different for each one.  

Leviticus 1:1-7:21 has a full description of the basic Levitical sacrifices and how they were made. 

 

** See Leviticus 4:11-12, 4:19-21, 9:8-11, and 16:27-28.  All of these refer to sin offerings. 

 

In the New Covenant, Jesus sacrificed himself as a once for all sin offering.  His crucifixion and 

suffering took place outside the city gate (figuratively 'outside the camp'), as a symbol of the 

humiliation and rejection he endured in taking on the burden of the world's sins.  It also 

emphasizes that Jesus did not come to build an earthly city or kingdom, but to guide us to a 

heavenly city.  Jesus could have had or accomplished anything he chose to in this world, but he, 

like the figures of faith mentioned in Hebrews 11, was thinking of the city that is to come. 
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So we too ought to be willing, and even eager, to leave the camp and go to Jesus.  We do not 

need to separate ourselves from the world physically, but we should leave behind its values and 

perspectives, since they are all centered on the temporary things of this earth.  We should, like 

Moses, consider it a blessing when are ridiculed because we love Jesus more than we love the 

things of this world.   

 

We then can offer continual spiritual sacrifices to God (13:15-16).  We often forget how much 

the apparently simple things can mean to God.  Praise is a sacrifice, since to give praise sincerely 

takes humility and wisdom.  It is easy for us verbally to thank or praise God, but this often can be 

done solely to please or impress others.  God wants to know that we truly appreciate him and 

thank him in our hearts. 

 

God is also pleased with the little things we can do for one another.  "Whatever you did for one 

of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me" (Matthew 26:40).  We can become so pre-

occupied with 'important' things, even ministry activities, that we miss the opportunity to give a 

few minutes of our time to someone who needs help or advice.  To be valuable in God's sight, it 

doesn't have to be impressive, time-consuming, brilliant, or heroic by the world's standards.  In 

fact, it is often what we do (or don't do) on a small scale that really shows what is in our hearts. 

 

The same general principles explain why we ought to support our spiritual leaders (13:17).  In 

this verse, this refers to those who 'keep watch' over our spiritual activities and well-being.  The 

writer tells us to 'obey'* and 'submit to'** them, not at all because they are always right, or for 

any other such reason.  Worldly perspectives on leaders have no place in the church of Christ. 
 

* The word that the major versions translate 'obey' is a passive form of the verb ("peitho"), which 

means 'to persuade'.  A more literal translation would thus be to pay attention to, or to allow oneself to be 

persuaded by, or to have trust in, our spiritual leaders. 

 

** Literally, the word used here simply means to accept someone's authority. 

 

Instead of demanding or expecting perfection, we should simply realize that God has chosen that 

we should have designated persons who hold such responsibilities, and he wants them to be able 

to do their work joyfully.  They have sobering responsibilities, and they will one day give an 

account for them.  The fact that all human leaders are weak and make mistakes is actually a 

reason for us to support them and help them, not to make things difficult for them. 

 

Questions for Discussion or Study: In what sense did Jesus 'leave the camp'?  What was 

the reason for this?  How can we emulate him in this regard?  How does this lead us to 

praise God and serve others?  How does it adjust our perspective on spiritual leadership?  

How should our views of spiritual leaders differ from the world's ideas on 'leaders'? 

 

Prayers & Blessings (Hebrews 13:18-25) 

 

As the epistle draws to a close, there is a series of blessings, prayers, and prayer requests, such as 

we often find towards the end of an epistle of the New Testament.  Yet even as the writer covers 

such familiar-looking ground, the perspective of Hebrews comes through.  We have been called 

to a spiritual kingdom, whose value and importance far outweigh anything in this world. 

 

Before closing, the writer first offers blessings and prayers for his readers, and asks for their 

prayers in return (13:18-21).  He and his co-workers desire to live honorably in God's sight, and 
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with this in mind, he asks his readers to pray for his ministry.  He also asks for prayers that he 

might be restored to them (which suggests that he was imprisoned, or was in some other 

predicament that prevented him from being with his addressees).  Even the most faithful of God's 

servants can always benefit from the prayers of others. 

 

The writer's blessing ('may the God of peace . . . ') combines love for God with spiritual concern 

for his readers.  He asks that God bless them by equipping them with what they need for doing 

his will.  In doing this, he pays his readers the compliment of knowing that they share his 

perspective on what is truly a blessing in God's sight.  The things that are the most pleasing to 

God are also the things that are best for us - not necessarily best in terms of earthly profit or 

enjoyment, but best in terms of nurturing faith in our souls. 

 

The note of grace in the closing verse is preceded by some final personal comments (13:22-25).  

It is interesting to read the writer's request that we 'bear with' his word of exhortation.  He almost 

apologizes for writing what he calls a short letter.  While this may seem unintentionally amusing, 

there is actually an important point involved.  He is well aware that even a lengthy epistle such 

as Hebrews cannot convey everything that we need to develop faith. 

 

God's glory and wisdom are too complex for even a lengthy volume to explain them to our 

mortal minds.  Then too, no amount of reading or study alone can produce faith.  Developing 

faith is a lifelong pursuit that involves many different things, and even then it will never be 

finished in this world.  The writer is using a humble means of telling his readers that reading his 

letter, profound though it is, will not all by itself produce faith.  It is only as an important starting 

point in the process of helping them to renew and strengthen their relationship with God. 

 

The closing exchange of greetings is purely personal.  The mention of 'our brother Timothy' is 

interesting, for it suggests that the Timothy we know through Paul may have had a period of 

imprisonment of his own.  Here, and in the simple passing along of personal greetings*, we 

again see that God wants us to develop a simple concern for one another. 

 
* Note that, when the writer sends his readers greetings from 'those from Italy' (13:24), this refers to believers who 

were originally from Italy, not persons currently living in Italy.  The destination of the epistle is not now known, but the 

most likely place was Rome.  This would make it logical for other believers who once lived in Italy to pass along their 

greetings through the writer. 

 

The epistle of Hebrews teaches us to build faith through Jesus, who is the radiance of God's 

glory.  It emphatically reminds us that we are called to a heavenly city, not an earthly one.  

Nurturing these things in our hearts is a difficult task, for the flesh will resist at every step.  God 

will be ever patient with us, and he will appreciate even our smallest steps, as we seek to have 

him strengthen our faith in him through his Son. 

 

- Mark Garner, August 2006 
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