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Text: Hebrews 4:12–16 

Today we will be briefly looking at our passage from Hebrews 4:12–16. 
Actually, to really unpack this passage it would take a series of sermons but 
right now I want us to pay attention to the general theme of it.

The Book of Hebrews was most likely written to first century Jewish 
Christians who were struggling through a time of severe persecution and 
the real possibility of martyrdom. The letter is an encouragement to 
persevere in their faith in the new covenant and turn away from the 
temptation to return to the old covenant. The writer points out that the Old 
Testament itself testifies to the incompleteness of the covenant at Sinai and 
the Old Testament sacrificial system, and pointed to the need for a superior 
priest. That priest is Jesus Christ and in the first three chapters the writer 
makes a case showing that Jesus is superior to angels, Moses and, in 
chapter four, that he was superior to Aaron and the entire Old Testament 
priestly ministry. Turning from Christ back to outmoded forms of faith 
would not lead them to a powerful and rewarding faith in God but instead 
would lead to his judgment.

He was encouraging the people of the church to persevere to the end in 
faithfulness to Christ or they would not inherit the kingdom of God but 
would instead be cast into outer darkness. Chapter 3 ends with a warning 
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against unbelief and allowing their hearts to harden against God. The 
writer points out that because Israel wouldn’t listen to the commands of 
God in the wilderness but instead rebelled against him, that God spoke 
against them, “So, I declared on oath in my anger, They shall never enter 
my rest.” They found out that neither the blessing of the exodus from 
Egypt or the privilege of hearing God’s voice while in the wilderness 
guaranteed that they would enter into God’s rest in the Promised Land. 
Their rebellion and disobedience were rooted in their unbelief in the word 
and promises of the God who had so lovingly and powerfully rescued 
them from bondage and slavery in Egypt. 

So, Hebrews chapter 4 begins, 

Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us fear lest 
any of you should seem to have failed to reach it. 2 For good news came to 
us just as to them, but the message they heard did not benefit them, 
because they were not united by faith with those who listened.

The writer exhorts the church to not make the same mistake as the 
generation of those in Israel who never entered the Promised Land because 
of their disobedience and hard hearts. 

He reminds them in verse 11, “Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so 
that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience.”  That’s a brief 
summary of the context of our passage for this morning in Hebrews 4:12–
16. Let’s read verses 12–13, 

For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of 
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 13 And 
no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the 
eyes of him to whom we must give account.



Years ago, Teresa and I went to see the movie, “Jumanji” starring Robin 
Williams and Bonnie Hunt. It was a story of two kids who find and play a 
magical board game, and in playing it they release a man trapped for 
decades in it. Along with the man they also released a whole host of 
dangers that could only be stopped by finishing the game. They couldn’t 
simply decide that they didn’t like the game and put it back in the box. To 
do that was to leave all the things that they had released which was not a 
good.

This was no ordinary game, but it was living and demanded attention once 
the roll of the first dice was cast. The only option that made sense was to 
simply play the game to its conclusion because to refuse was to suffer the 
consequences. ***Spoiler alert*** They do finish the game and not only is 
everything restored but things are actually better for having played it.

The Word of God is not merely a book, but it is the word of the living God, 
that it speaks of and points to. It’s alive and has power to transform lives or 
to render judgment when not heeded. 2 Timothy 3:16–17 reveals, 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man 
of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.

One of the most familiar and amazing passages about the Word of God is at 
the beginning of the Gospel of John, 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God.

Then in John 1:14 the identity of the Word was made known,

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.
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The Word of God that has eternally existed took on bodily form and dwelt 
among men and women, as the final Word of God concerning the solution 
to bridge the chasm between God and man brought about by sin. As we 
saw in the series on spiritual warfare, the Sword of the Spirit is the Word of 
God and the writer of Hebrews says that it penetrates through all that 
makes us who we are and correctly judges those who have been deceived 
by sin. It exposes the thoughts and intentions of the heart and no one can 
hide from his sight. It serves as the spiritual surgeon that cuts away all that 
is destructive, infected and dead from sin and corruption and lays us open 
that we may be healed.

Israel thought that they could get away with violating the Word of God and 
playing the harlot with the gods of other nations. Apparently, they didn’t 
know that, “no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and 
exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account.”

The writer of Hebrews reminds his readers of the history of Israel—their 
history—and was exhorting the reader to be faithful to God’s commands 
even when that faithfulness brought on consequences that proved to be 
painful or even deadly. They had to remember that even though they were 
suffering at that time, if they remained faithful to God they would receive 
the Promised Land and all that God had promised within it for eternity. He 
wanted then to see that in the end they would be glad that they had stuck it 
out and finished the course set before them.

In 2 Timothy 4, the apostle Paul encourages Timothy to be faithful in 
keeping and preaching the word even though, “the time is coming when 
people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears will 
accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions.” He knew 
that Timothy would face persecution for remaining faithful as Paul had but 
that it would prove to be worth it. In 2 Timothy 4:7–8 he wrote,



I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 
8 Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the 
Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to 
me but also to all who have loved his appearing.

It’s possible that these same Christians already had read Paul’s letter to 
Timothy, as it had been written several years earlier. Either way the writer 
of Hebrews is giving the same message to the Christians in the early 
church. In the next section he encourages them to remember that Jesus was 
the perfect High Priest and, unlike the high priests of Israel, Jesus was 
approachable and had made a way for them to boldly and with confidence 
enter into the holy of holies—the very throne room of Heaven. Let’s read 
verses 14–16, 

Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, 
Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 15 For we do not 
have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 
one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 
16 Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

The sobering thought of our complete exposure before God, the one to 
whom we must give an account, is tempered by the mercy and grace of the 
High Priest, who himself was tempted like we are, and can now help us in 
our weakness. Jesus knows what it is like to be human and to be tempted, 
but because he didn’t give in to temptation he was without sin. Charles 
Spurgeon wrote, 

But listen to me; do not imagine that if the Lord Jesus had sinned he 
would have been any more tender toward you; for sin is always of a 



hardening nature. If the Christ of God could have sinned, he would 
have lost the perfection of his sympathetic nature. 

Confident access to God is ours because Jesus went before us and 
sympathetically intercedes for us. Because of his intercession on our behalf, 
and because of his perfect sacrifice for our sin we are invited to come 
confidently to God’s throne offering our sacrifice of praise and 
thanksgiving. We are assured of God’s mercy even though we have not 
earned it and we find grace even during those times when we struggle or 
give in to temptation. The writer wanted those who were struggling to be 
confident that Jesus not only knew of their situation but was interceding 
with the Father on their behalf. 

Pastor and author David Guzik in his commentary on Hebrews wrote, 

Ancient Jewish Rabbis taught that God had two thrones, one of 
mercy and one of judgment. They said this because they knew that 
God was both merciful and just, but they could not reconcile these 
two attributes of God. They thought that perhaps God had two 
thrones to display the two aspects of His character. On one throne 
He showed judgment and on the other throne mercy. But here, in 
light of the finished work of Jesus, we see mercy and judgment 
reconciled into one throne of grace.

Hebrews 4:14–16 has been one of my favorite verses for a long time and I 
memorized it long ago. However, I confess I have often struggled with the 
assurance that I could approach the throne of grace with the confidence 
that I would be well received. It has taken me years to become persuaded 
that God loves me that thoroughly. I knew and taught that Jesus was the 
perfect High Priest who is both omnipotent and compassionate, but could I 
confidently come to His throne expecting him to not be disappointed in me 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+4:14%E2%80%9316&version=ESV


or maybe indifferent? I knew the darkness at times in my own heart and 
that God saw me more clearly than I did. Somehow it didn’t seem possible 
that when the Father looked at me he saw Jesus, not for someone like me 
who had made a mess of things so many times.

I think a lot of Christians wrestle with this and part of spiritual warfare is 
knowing that discouraging us from this access to the throne of God is a 
very common strategy of Satan. The writer of Hebrews wanted the people 
of God to bring all their fears, feelings of unworthiness, doubts and 
struggles and uncertainties to Jesus, their High Priest. There they would 
encounter the only one who truly understood their heart and loved them 
with a depth of compassion that seemed impossible. Coming with 
confidence does not mean proudly, arrogantly, or with presumption. It did 
mean that they could come constantly, without reservation, without fancy 
words, with persistence and with the expectation of mercy and grace. 
Coming to Jesus should be the one place that would be totally safe and free 
of danger for those who would remain faithful to the word of God. For this 
reason, they should remain faithful to God and unlike their forefathers they 
should strive to persevere in their faith. It would be so worth it in the end.

In our gospel reading this morning from Mark 10:35–45 we find the 
disciples misunderstanding what it would take to establish the kingdom of 
God on earth. Jesus and his disciples are heading for Jerusalem and he tells 
them again that he will be delivered over to the chief priests and scribes 
and they will condemn him to death. In addition, they will mock him, flog 
him and spit on him, then kill him but after three days he will rise.

The very next verses are our readings for this morning. James and John ask 
Jesus,
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“Grant us to sit, one at you right hand and one on your left, in your glory. 
“Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are you able 
to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which 
I am baptized?” 39 And they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said to 
them, “The cup that I drink you will drink, and with the baptism with 
which I am baptized, you will be baptized, 40 but to sit at my right hand or 
at my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been 
prepared.”

They still didn’t understand what Jesus had been saying and seemed to 
think that when they arrived in Jerusalem Jesus was going to take his 
rightful place as the King of Israel, and they wanted to be at his right and 
left, the highest places of honor. Jesus, always patient with them, tells them 
they don’t realize what he is going to do but asks them if they could drink 
the same cup that he was going to drink from. This reference was usually 
referring to suffering and they indicated that they were able and willing to 
suffer with Jesus. They may have thought that there was going to be a fight 
and they were willing mix it up and if need be call down fires from heaven 
on a few people just, so they would know who they were messing with. 
Jesus let them know that they would drink from his cup and would be 
baptized into his baptism. 

As it would turn out, both James and John took the cup and were baptized 
in suffering, but they each experienced the suffering in different ways. 

James was the first apostle to be martyred (Acts 12:1–2). According to 
tradition, John was never martyred, though he survived an attempted 
murder by immersion in a vat of boiling oil (according to reasonably 
reliable church history) and was later banished to a prison colony on 
Patmos. 
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The other disciples were indignant that James and John had even asked 
such a thing. Maybe they were mad that they hadn’t thought of it first. 
They weren’t wrong in their assumptions as to the blessings of following 
Jesus. Actually, the New Testament has a lot to say about our role in the 
Kingdom of God. As we saw last week Ephesians 2:6 tells us that we have 
been raised with Jesus and are seated with him in the heavenly places. It 
says we will judge the world (1 Corinthians 6:2) and it encourages us to 
endure because will reign with Jesus (2 Timothy 2:12). It calls us royal 
priests (1 Peter 2:9) and a Kingdom of priests (Revelation 1:6). It says that 
those who overcome will sit with him on his throne (Revelation 3:21) and 
will reign on earth (Revelation 5:10). However, it’s important that we 
remember that even though Jesus is present with us and we with him and 
that he shares his authority with us, its an authority of servanthood. As we 
talked about last week, we are to be those who pray in the Spirit and the 
authority of Heaven, but Jesus reminded his disciples that it meant that if 
they would be great, they must be the servants of those under their care. 
Jesus reminded them, “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but 
to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Psalm 91, that we read together this morning, expresses trust in God in 
spite of trouble. The original setting appears to be warfare with the threat 
of battles and plague in the war camp. God is depicted as a mother bird 
protecting her young. The Psalmist expresses confidence in God’s 
protection because he had already experienced God as his refuge and 
strength. How much more can Christians express confidence in light of 
Christ death and resurrection. 

All of the examples from our readings today point us to the reality of 
struggle and suffering in this life but of our assurance in God’s unending 
care and provision. Jesus and the disciples are models of what it means to 
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persevere and flourish even in the midst of struggle, pain and suffering. 
Jesus, our great High Priest invites us to confidently come to him for 
comfort and provision. It’s when we can walk in the freedom and 
confidence of the love of God in Christ for us that we will be effective 
witnesses to those around us who don’t yet know him.

Let’s pray.
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