
15th April 2018 

Hebrews 4.14-5.10 

The chemical attack in Syria and the punitive airstrikes 

by US, British and French forces, remind us that we live 

in a fragile world. Once more these are anxious times. 

Prayers will go up to the Almighty and depending on 

which side you are on will determine the type of 

request: prayers for peace or for vengeance; prayers for 

protection and vindication, or for righteous justice.  

Prayer of course should be a two way business – do we 

stop and wait for God’s response? There are two 

different perspectives in prayer – ours and God’s. Does 

anyone get caught in the middle?  

As we continue our look at the letter to the Hebrews the 

next few chapters from chapter 3 right through to 

chapter 10, the writer of the letter claims that Jesus is 

our go-between, our mediator between God and 

humanity. Jesus, being both human and divine, sees it 

from both perspectives.  

On the one side you have God, the law giver- this is 

what you should do and I’m angry and frustrated that 

you’re not doing it. On the other side you have 

humanity who oscillate between trying their best but 

often failing, and also being wilfully disobedient and 

evil. 

Hebrews says: ‘We have a great high priest who has 

passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God. Ours 

is not a high priest unable to sympathise with our 

weaknesses, but one who has been tested in every way 

as we are, only without sinning’  (4.14-15). 

We have a great High Priest. Priests in the time of Jesus 

had an intermediary role between God and humanity.  

I once worked in a pork pie factory. I worked on the 

production line doing what was a fairly monotonous 

job. I was part of the afternoon shift from 2 to 10pm. 

We had our team and we had a foreman. His name was 

Bill and Bill was a good bloke. We felt we could go to 

him with our concerns and our complaints and we could 

trust him to raise our points with the management. On 

the other hand the management had confidence in Bill. 

They expected him to see their displeasure when 

anything was wrong with the production line or the 

behaviour and attitude of the workers. To carry out his 

job efficiently and to retain the confidence of both sides 

took some doing but Bill did a good job of it.  

 

The priest, particularly the High Priest in the regular 

Jewish view, was there to be a bridge between the 

people and God. On the one hand he had a liturgical and 

ceremonial role, offering gifts and sacrifices. These 

were not designed to twist God’s arm, as though what 

humans do could put God in their debt, but to thank 

God for creation and covenant, and to express and 

embody God’s atoning for their sins. On the other hand, 

the High Priest had what we would call a pastoral role, 

looking after people, sympathising with them, getting 

alongside them and making the idea of the bridge a 

reality in their experience. Of course ordinary priests 

are themselves sinners, and must therefore offer 



sacrifices in relation to their own sins as well as those of 

the people. 

 

In our free church tradition we insist that the Old 

Testament priesthood is precisely not continued in 

Christian ministry (which is why I’m not called a priest) 

but rather that it came to its climax, and in a sense its 

conclusion, in Jesus himself.  

 

All Christian ministry derives from that of Jesus, but 

cannot simply copy it. What he did, as this letter insists, 

was ‘once for all’. Jesus is the culmination of this idea 

of priesthood. He is the priest par excellence. The one 

without sin.  

 

Second, however, he is far superior to any previous 

priest. He can do all that they do- including 

sympathising with human weakness – but he belongs to 

a different sort of priesthood, one which we can rely on 

totally and forever.  

 

We believe in the priesthood of all believers because we 

all have equal access to Jesus. So as Hebrews says, we 

can be bold to enter the throne of grace and have 

confidence in our faith.  

 

Holding fast to your faith and having confidence in your 

faith is a major theme in this letter. Many were drifting 

away from their new Christian faith, which is why the 

writer of the letter says in verse 14 of chapter 4 ‘let us 

hold fast to the faith we profess’.  

Throughout the letter that exhortation is made: For 

example chapter 3 verse 6: But Christ is faithful as the 

Son over God’s house. And we are his house, if indeed 

we hold firmly to our confidence and the hope in which 

we glory. 

Chapter 10.23 says: ‘ Let us hold unswervingly to the 

hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.’ 

Holding fast to your faith is a topic of concern for us in 

today’s society.  

Last week I suggested that people regard religion in our 

society as unbelievable, irrelevant and even dangerous 

and bigoted. I think our secular society struggles to 

understand people who take their faith seriously and 

increasingly sees people of faith as a threat to reason 

and a civilised equal society. Secular society is 

increasingly privatising faith, regarding it as a personal 

matter. The consequence of this is that public 

expression of faith is becoming less acceptable.  

Consequently many drift away from the faith and don’t 

want to be associated with the Christian faith.  

It is interesting to look at the reasons for drifting away 

from the faith in this letter – and I will go into more 

detail at Tuesday’s Bible class, especially the 

controversial chapter 6. 

Chapter 3 and 4 of Hebrews treads a fine line with these 

new Jewish Christians encouraging them to stick with 

being Christians and not lapsing back into Judaism, but 

at the same time not denigrating nor disparaging their 



Jewish heritage. The issue of tolerance and respect for 

other views, without undervaluing your own, nor being 

passionate about what you believe, are discussed in 

these verses. 

The writer, whoever he or she is, makes a case that 

Moses matters but Jesus mattes more. You don’t 

diminish Moses by making Jesus superior to him; you 

give him his rightful place, a place of honour, even 

though it’s not the supreme honour.  

Chapter four draws on the analogy of the Israelites in 

the Wilderness under Moses. God provides for them but 

they get anxious about their situation and start 

grumbling and moaning. It was better off in slavery. 

God calls them to trust that they will get to the 

Promised Land. But Hebrews, quoting Psalm 95, says 

‘they harden their hearts in rebellion’.  

It refers to the story where spies are sent to look at the 

Promised Land or the rest that God has promised. The 

spies come back and say it’s a dangerous and difficult 

place! Consequently, the Israelites stop believing in 

God’s promises for provision and instead believe a lie 

that they can’t trust God for the future.  

That’s an ever present danger for any Christian at any 

time. Once you stop believing God is good, that he has 

called you, rescued you, guides you, or believing in the 

good future that he has promised you, whether in this 

life or the next, because of your circumstances at the 

moment, then you may end up in resentment, bitterness 

and going round and round in the wilderness and never 

getting anywhere. The punch line is in chapter 4 verse 

11:  Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that 

rest, so that no one will perish by following their 

example of disobedience. 

The reverse of this is when believers are bold and 

confident about their faith in our secular space. 

There have been recent controversies about people of 

faith wearing outward expressions of their faith, such as 

crosses or hijabs or burkhas whilst undertaking paid 

employment in the secular workplace. Some people are 

losing jobs because their beliefs are incompatible with 

their employment.  Faith voices on issues like same sex 

marriage, abortion, euthanasia have been silenced in the 

public arena. Just the other week people were banned in 

Ealing London from holding a prayer vigil outside a 

Marie Stopes Abortion Clinic.  

Religion can be dangerous. People who are absolutely 

certain they are right can be compelling in their 

sincerity and conviction and can be a force for good. 

But they can also become tyrannical, especially to those 

who they believe are wrong.  

The clinical operations manager at the abortion clinic in 

Ealing, said women entering the clinic for abortions had 

been told by the protesters the ghost of their foetus 

would haunt them, had been told "mummy mummy 

don't kill me", had holy water thrown on them and 

rosary beads thrust at them. 

There is being bold about your faith and there is being 

aggressive and obnoxious about your faith.  



Having a right level of boldness and confidence about 

your faith without offending others, sympathising with 

others, understanding other’s point of view, loving your 

neighbour, yet also holding fast to what you believe - is 

the work we need to do - whilst also protecting our 

freedom of conscience and religion.  

The holding fast to the faith – is not a recipe for 

arrogance, to mask our own insecurities, but a cheerful 

celebration of the hope we have in Christ that has 

nothing do with our own achievements but everything 

to do with God’s love and grace. 

 

To sum up: when we come to pray to the heavenly 

father, we are not shouting across a great gulf. We are 

not trying to catch the attention of someone who has 

little or no concern for us. We are coming to the throne 

of grace, to the God of grace.  

 

We can come boldly and confidently. This isn’t 

arrogance. Indeed if we understand who Jesus is and 

what he has done and what he is still doing on our 

behalf, the real arrogance would be to refuse  to accept 

his offer of standing before the Father on our behalf, to 

imagine that we had to  bypass him and try to do it all 

ourselves.  

 

What is on offer for those who come to God through 

Jesus, is mercy and grace:  mercy to set us free from our 

sin and folly in which we otherwise sink; grace to 

strengthen us and set us on our feet for our own lives of 

service and witness. 

 

Let us hold fast to what we believe – let us boldly 

approach the throne of grace. 

Bibliography: Tom Wright, Hebrews for Everyone, 

SPCK, 2003 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


