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Text 
Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let 

us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 

our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are-- yet was without sin. 

16 Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace 

to help us in our time of need. 

 

Introduction 
 We gather every Sunday to take the next passage of Scripture and let God address 

us through it.  Since September we’ve been going through the book of the Bible called 

Hebrews.  Hebrews was written to a first century Christian church evidently filled with 

many Jewish background believers who were teetering on the brink of giving up the faith 

and returning to their former way of life.  It seemed much easier. 

 And in this book, that’s really a letter, that’s really a sermon we have a lot of 

profound theology combined with very pastoral exhortations directed to these struggling 

believers… and by extension to us today who are just as prone to struggle.  And the 

pastoral exhortations take the form both of stern warnings as well as warm 

encouragements.  Last week’s text ended with slicing and dicing, speaking of the reality 

of final judgment and telling of how God’s Word exposes us now and cuts to the heart.  

This week we get a different feel.  “‘After terrifying us, the [author] now comforts us,’ 

comments [Martin] Luther; ‘after pouring wine into our wound, he now pours in oil.’  

[Today we see that] the Christian, conscious though he rightly is of his utter inability to 

stand uncondemned before the judgment throne of God, should nonetheless be filled with 

confidence, not in himself but in Christ.”
1
  God is a welcoming God, full of grace and 

mercy. 

 Someone has said that “these three verses… serve as a crystallization of Hebrews’ 

main message, a snapshot of the sermon.”
2
  And I think that’s true because we can see all 

three of the elements I just mentioned right here in these three verses.  We get some 

profound theology today; more of who Jesus is.  Then, as a consequence of these truths, 

we get two things we’re supposed to do.  One of them is somewhat matter of fact – “hold 

firmly to the faith;” put it the other way around it’s the content of previous warnings – 

“don’t drift away!”  The other thing we’re called to do in today’s text, based upon the 

rich truths about Jesus found here, is one of the most warm, compassionate, tender 

invitations you’ll find anywhere in all of Scripture – “approach the throne of grace with 
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confidence” to find help in your time of need.  Or as several other translations have: 

“draw near with confidence” (NASB). 

 It’s this note of encouragement that I want to strike at the beginning of the sermon 

and hopefully have ringing in your ears and heart as you leave here today.  In short, that 

melodic line is just this: you can run to God, not away from him.  You don’t have to 

run away from God in fear or disillusionment; you should, you must, you can run to 

God.  He is summoning you today to draw near to him. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Profound Theology 

 So we started off Hebrews with some lofty language about the utter superiority of 

Jesus.  He’s the superior speech.  He has superior status.  He has provided superior 

salvation.  That’s all in the introductory first three verses.  Then we are shown through 

various lines of reasoning how Jesus is superior to angels.  Then in ch. 3 we see Jesus is 

superior to Moses.  Last week in looking at the superior rest Jesus brings we saw that he 

is superior to Joshua.  Moses and Joshua are two critical figures in the OT.  Now vv. 14-

16 provide a transition to the topic that will occupy us all the way into ch. 10.  5:1 

through 10:18 are about how Jesus is superior to the OT figure Aaron; that is, he is the 

superior priest.  Aaron was Israel’s first high priest and all the priests came from Aaron’s 

line.  Here’s where all that time in Leviticus we spent earlier this year is going to pay off, 

right? 

 References to Jesus as High Priest have been dropped two times already in 

Hebrews.  In 2:17 and 3:1 he’s called High Priest, but that concept is about to be fleshed 

out in marvelous detail.  And it’s mentioned again here in v. 14 – “since we have a great 

high priest.”  What is a priest?  In the Bible a priest is not someone who stands facing the 

people.  He’s someone who turns his back on the people… not because he doesn’t care 

for them, but precisely because he does.  He doesn’t ordinarily bring God’s message to 

the people – that was the role of the prophet.  The priest brings the people before God. 

 And specifically, in the OT the high priest was the only one who was allowed to 

go through the curtain of the Tabernacle into the Holy of Holies, into the symbolic throne 

room of God.  And he did so with lots of blood, every year on the Day of Atonement to 

make atonement for his and the people’s sins. 

 Verse 14 tells us that we have a high priest to represent us before God, to make 

atonement, to do all that a priest is needed to do, and his name is Jesus.  But he’s not just 

any high priest, he is a great high priest.  He is a superior high priest.  How so?  In so 

many ways.  Just to name a few: he didn’t have to offer a sacrifice of atonement for his 

own sin as well (see the end of v. 15 – Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are – 

yet was without sin.”).  So he was able to focus entirely on our need.  He didn’t offer the 

blood of bulls and goats, he offered human blood for human sin (cf. 10:4).  He doesn’t 

offer sacrifices over and over again; his one-time sacrifice was enough to fully atone for 

all the sins of God’s people – past, present, and future (cf. 7:27).  Jesus doesn’t die and 

pass his office on to another; he lives forever to make intercession for us (cf. 7:24-25). 

And he didn’t just enter a man-made Tabernacle, a symbolic representation of 

heavenly realities.  Look at v. 14 again – “a great high priest who has gone through the 

heavens” (cf. 9:11, 24).  Jesus didn’t just go through the curtain on the earthly Temple to 
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come back out again.  That curtain was actually torn in two when Jesus died (Mt. 27:51; 

Mk. 15:38; Lk. 23:45).  The Temple is no longer needed.  No, Jesus went through the 

heavens and entered the very heavenly presence of God to sit down there, having 

thoroughly completed everything that the OT priestly system was set up to point to.  

Jesus is the great high priest.  And we have him… as ours… representing us right now in 

the highest heaven… before the holy God.  This is a great truth that I look forward to 

exploring more as we go through this next section of Hebrews.  Jesus, the great High 

Priest.  This is a profound piece of theology. 

Also, notice another title is used here to refer to Jesus – Son of God.  That term 

has already been used several times in Hebrews to speak of Jesus’ divinity and unique 

relationship with God the Father.  He is the exalted Son of God, another profound truth. 

In v. 15 we can see some more profound truths.  I already mentioned the 

sinlessness of Jesus.  He is completely pure.  But notice here also the humanity of Jesus.  

He is the Son of God, but in order to be our great high priest he must be one of us.  And 

he is.  He became fully human – “just as we are.”  A little more on that in a moment. 

But just recognize all the truths about Jesus that are contained in just this little 

snippet of Scripture.  High Priest, Son of God, fully human.  The ascension is also seen 

here.  The sinlessness of Jesus too. 

 

Stern Warning: Hold Firm 
 “Therefore, since” all these things are true, since we have these great doctrines, 

the first admonition is found at the end of v. 14 – “let us hold firmly to the faith we 

profess.”  Other translations have “hold fast the confession.”  This is the more stern, 

matter-of-fact prescription.  It means, quite simply, continue subscribing to this 

theological system, this body of truths.  Stay doctrinally orthodox. 

 Listen: Don’t let anybody fool you.  Christianity has content.  There are 

propositional truths that to deny, makes you not a Christian (cf. 2Jn.).  Truths like the full 

divinity and humanity of Jesus.  The substitutionary atonement of Jesus.  The literal, 

bodily resurrection and ascension of Jesus. 

I’ll never forget one time going to an evangelical church back where I grew up.  I 

was in college and I was getting excited about learning these truths because I wasn’t 

really taught them growing up, sadly.  And, honestly, there’s a bit of an obnoxious phase 

that people can go through once they start learning doctrine and I was probably in that.  

But I visited this college aged Sunday School class and I started talking to the teacher 

afterwards and he mentioned favorably this author that I had been reading about and how 

his teachings were heretical.  I pushed him on it a bit and I’ll never forget: the man 

smugly dismissed my concern by saying, “Well, that’s why it’s called a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ.”  In other words, doctrine didn’t matter; it wasn’t worth 

getting all worked up about.  Everybody has their own personal relationship with Jesus 

and that means that we can’t challenge what they say, basically. 

 It’s utterly ridiculous.  If I say I have a personal relationship with my wife – 

Andrea – and you say, “Tell me what she’s like” and I say, “Well, that’s not important” 

you would look at me funny.  And if I started telling you she was 6 ft. tall and blonde and 

blue eyed and loved to take risks and you knew anything about her you would say I was 

crazy. 



4 

 You can’t read the NT open mindedly and not see that truth is of extreme 

importance.  False teaching is taken seriously.  The word “hold firmly” that we see here 

is used in 2 Thessalonians 2:15 – “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings 

we passed on to you.”  There must be something to hold onto.  Jude 3 is written to urge 

believers “to contend for the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints.”  There is 

one faith, that was passed on from the apostles through the inspired writings of the NT, 

that has been summed up in the great Creeds of the early church, that has been believed 

everywhere always and by all Christians.  This great faith has been discovered afresh 

from time to time and re-articulated in wonderful confessions – the Augsburg Confession 

(Lutherans), the Belgic Confession (Reformed), the Westminster Confession 

(Presbyterian), and in several different ones for us Baptists, notably here in the U.S. the 

Philadelphia Confession in 1742 and the New Hampshire Confession of Faith in 1833.  

These are all examples of “the faith we profess” differing only in secondary matters, 

remarkably unified in essential truths of what it is that we who are believers actually 

believe. 

 It’s so important to have a confession of faith and stick to it.  When you study 

Church History you see that there is a constant temptation to drift away from our 

confessions.  And when that happens, when the grip on the confession of faith loosens 

soon the whole faith is lost or you’re believing in something that would be utterly 

unrecognizable to the writers of the NT.  We must take doctrine seriously.  We must 

“hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught” (Tit. 1:9) and not give in to 

the trends of the day, especially those that would chide us for believing that truth is 

slippery (how can you hold firmly to something that is formless and squishy and 

slippery?) or the popular over-emphasis on experience and feelings that is not founded on 

doctrine or the mantra “deeds not creeds.”  Being an innovator or provocateur in theology 

is not a good thing. 

 

Warm Encouragement: Draw Near 

 Now, we could elaborate much more on that, but I won’t, because that’s not the 

heart of this passage.  We are given truths.  We are told to hold on to those truths with a 

tight grip; don’t let things get all slippery.  But there’s something more.  Truth in itself, is 

not enough.  As J.I. Packer has famously said, “One can know a great deal about God 

without much knowledge of him.”
3
  He is clear: “There can be no spiritual health without 

doctrinal knowledge; but,” he goes on, “it is equally true that there can be no spiritual 

health with it.”
4
  “We need frankly to face ourselves at this point.  We are, perhaps, 

orthodox evangelicals.  We can state the gospel clearly; we can smell unsound doctrine a 

mile away.  Yet the gaiety, goodness, and unfetteredness of spirit which are the marks of 

those who have known God are rare among us.”
5
 

 This is why we say here at this church in our expressed values that we value 

TRUTH and EXPERIENCE.  Truth-induced experience.  Doctrinal and experimental (to 

use an old-fashioned word).  Martyn Lloyd-Jones, preaching on these three verses, said, 

“Orthodoxy alone is not enough.  You can be absolutely orthodox and absolutely 

useless.”  We must have both.  Truth… on fire! 

 Let’s look more closely at vv. 15 and 16.  These truths about Christ are meant to 

make us engage with God at deep level, to trust him with our heart.  This isn’t just 

information in order to pass a theology test on the hypostatic union.  The fact that Jesus 
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became fully human while remaining fully God isn’t just a doctrine to stay in our heads, 

but it has profound implications to how we relate to him. 

It says, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 

weaknessess, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet 

was without sin” (v. 15).  Jesus gets us.  He really does.  And he loves us.  He loves us 

enough to get thoroughly involved in our humanity.  We’ve seen Jesus’ humility and 

understanding highlighted earlier in 2:17-18, but it must be stressed in a book that is also 

heavy on Christ’s utter superiority and his exaltation.  “Transcendentally exalted though 

he is,” Phillip Hughes comments, “it would be quite wrong to imagine that our great high 

priest is remote from the realities of our human experience.”
6
  He is not aloof.  He is not 

so far removed that he is irrelevant.  He is not unable to sympathize with us. 

Someone else has “aptly observed that the sympathy of Christ the exalted high 

priest is ‘not simply the compassion of one who regards suffering from without, but the 

feeling of one who enters into the suffering and makes it his own.’”
7
  Jesus felt the same 

pulls and let downs that we do.  He completely understands our weakness. 

You say, “He doesn’t understand the allure of online porn or the pressures of 

wearing a pager.”  But the fact is that human nature has not changed one bit in the last 

2,000 years, we may have new circumstances, but the basic human tempations of lust and 

stress and addictions and violence and all that has stayed the same (which is why doctrine 

may be translated, but never is to be transformed; if the human condition stays the same 

then truth doesn’t need to change). 

“But,” you say, “he doesn’t understand my struggles.  How could he?  He never 

had PMS, or suffered a miscarriage, or post-partum depression.  He was a man.  He never 

experienced the rejection of a spouse, or sleepless nights with a baby, or raised a child 

with Down Syndrome.  He was single.”  But there is a core beneath all those emotions 

and experiences that is possible for someone else to feel. 

Just think about what temptations Jesus’ life entailed.  His boyhood involved 

forced migration at the injustice of a ruthless king.  He probably lived through the death 

of his earthly father, since Joseph is never mentioned in his adult years.  His mother and 

brothers at one point think he’s crazy.  He was without honor in his hometown.  He had 

no place to lay his head.  He endured sleepless nights.  He knew the pressures of a crazy 

schedule with people always crowding around him and not leaving him alone, even when 

he craved some space.  He had real, passionate emotions that he had to keep in control – 

anger at the buying and selling in the temple, loss at the tomb of Lazarus, frustration with 

people not getting it even after years of teaching. 

And let’s not forget his forty days of famished showdown with the Devil in the 

desert.  Then the agony of the Garden of Gethsemane when the sense of dread was so 

intense that the psycho-somatic effect was that he sweat drops of blood.  And, of course, 

he was abused and beaten and mocked and spit on.  All that just a drop in the bucket 

compared to the sense of God-forsakenness he underwent on the cross. 

His life was full of hardship.  In the Upper Room on the night before his 

crucifixion he said to his 12 disciples – “You are those who have stood by me in my 

trials.”  And yet by the end of the night he would be betrayed by one of them and 

abandoned by the rest.  He was severely let down by those closest to him.  He was 

despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” (Is. 53:3).  

There is nothing that you will or have experienced, that he doesn’t deeply understand. 
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Again, you say, “How can he really understand me if he never sinned.  There’s a 

part of my experience that he can’t get.”  Well, actually, quite the opposite.  It’s his 

sinlessness that makes him truly capable of empathy.  I’m a very stunted counselor… 

even the best, most concerned counselors are limited because they too are sinners.  Those 

of us in the helping professions know that often times our junk gets in the way of truly 

listening to and loving others.  We get upset, self-protective, impatient.  Sin is 

selfishness.  We’re all, in different ways, stuck on ourselves, wrapped up in ourselves.  

Jesus is the only one who was not wrapped up in himself and so his heart can truly go 

completely out to you.  Being the only one tempted in every way as we are, yet without 

sin, makes him the perfect sympathizer.  He has all of the experiences that create 

sympathy and none of the sin that eats up sympathy.
8
  He is truly a merciful and faithful 

high priest. 

 And because of all this we read, “Let us then approach the throne of grace with 

confidence.”  This is the goal.  This is the result of all that profound theology.  To get us 

to God.  “Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you 

to God” (1Pe. 3:18).  This is done without minimizing God and his holiness and his 

awesomeness in the least.  This is how most spiritualities make God personal, they make 

him pathetic.  The Bible is unique.  It still maintains that God is holy, glorious.  When his 

glory cloud descended into the Temple that Solomon built it was so thick that the priests 

could not perform their service, it displaced them (cf. 1Kngs. 8:11).  1 Timothy 6:16 tells 

us that God “lives in unapproachable light.” 

 So how can we approach him?  How can we come into his glorious throne room?  

Through Jesus and only through Jesus, but definitely through Jesus.  By our faith union 

with the Son of God, our great high priest who has been made like us in every way, yet 

without sin, and who has provided the final sufficient sacrifice for sin, we can have 

immediate access to God and freedom to draw near to him continually.  “Through Jesus,” 

one person has said, “we have come to know that the throne of majesty is also a ‘throne 

of grace,’ a place of welcome, not of rebuff.”
9
 

 “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence…”  Other translations 

have boldness.  Frankness.  Lack of inhibition.  Hebrews 10 expands it like this: 

“Therefore… since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of 

Jesus… since we have a great high priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God 

with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith” (10:19, 21-22).  We have nothing to fear, if 

we come through Jesus.  We can expect only unrestrained welcome.  So, brothers and 

sisters, run to God, not away from him.  Draw near.  Don’t shy away.  Don’t stay away.  

Review the truths of the gospel, cling tightly by faith to Jesus based upon what he says, 

and go to God. 

 This analogy has so many holes in it, but I was trying to think of some illustration 

that was not too canned.  I have two older chickens and two younger chickens.  They’re 

my four other girls.  The older chickens let me pick them up and pet them.  I come out 

and they come right up to me and untie my shoelaces.  The younger chickens are, well, 

chicken.  They stay far away from me.  They avoid me and run away.  And it kind of 

pains me.  I want them to know I’m good; I care for them. 

Well, last week I heard a loud ruckus from the chicken coop at night and I came 

tearing down the stairs to find the gate had been left open and a rodent of unusual size 

was in the hen house.  I grabbed a garden tool and I’ll leave out some details but luckily 
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the chickens made it out and I removed the threatening possum.  But they were cowering 

in the corner, missing a few feathers.  And I went over to them and spoke softly to them, 

saying strange things like, “It’s okay.  Daddy’s here,” hoping immediately after the words 

came out of my mouth that none of the neighbors heard that.  And the little ones let me 

pick them up!  They didn’t run away.  They were calm in my arms as I took them back to 

the safety of the hen house. 

Now, I’ve never lived a day in the life of a chicken and those chickens have never 

pecked my eyes out and the hen house is not my house and there are so many other ways 

the analogy breaks down if you press it too far, but the point is that God sent his Son to 

live and die for you, to rescue you.  He loves you.  He’s good.  He longs to gather you as 

a hen gathers chicks under her wings (cf. Mt. 23:37).  He says we can take refuge in the 

shelter of his wings (Ps. 61:4). 

And yet why do we push away?  Why do we resist?  Why are we suspicious?  

Why do we stay away so often?  Why do we try to go it alone?  I know many of us have 

wounds that we project onto God that keep us at arm’s length.  Some of us are just so 

cerebral and emotionally closed up that we don’t know what to do with God’s overtures 

to come into his throne room.  Some of us even hide from him behind theology. 

But today the Holy Spirit is saying, “Run to God, not away from him.”  Go to 

him; draw near to him.  Engage with God.  Take your most honest deepest struggles to 

him through Christ, knowing Jesus understands, he cares, he sympathizes.  Tell him 

about everything going on.  He is a Father. 

And what can we expect?  Mercy and grace and help.  “Let us then approach the 

throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us 

in our time of need” (v. 16).  Have you sinned?  You don’t have to run away from God, 

you can actually run to him!  He is full of mercy for sinners, not because he’s soft on 

sin, but because of the high priestly work of Christ.  You can go to him with your 

struggles and your failures and your mess and find not a scowl, but a smile.  Mercy. 

And more generally – Grace.  Do you feel weak, confused, disappointed, 

overwhelmed, tired, lonely, needy?  Run to God.  He promises to help you with what 

you need.  But he hasn’t helped me!  I’ve tried that and nothing changed.  Maybe you 

feel really burned by God, like he’s let you down.  He hasn’t given you what you wanted.  

And so you’re staying away.  Here’s where the battle of faith comes.  Do you believe that 

God loves you?  Do you really believe God loves you?  Not in the contentless notion of 

much contemporary spirituality but based upon the truths of Scripture.  Then what he 

does or doesn’t do in your life must be for your good.  Oftentimes we have something in 

mind that we want God to do for us because we believe that having this thing will be 

what makes us happy and if we got it we would disregard God and focus on it and he will 

withhold something from us in love in order to draw us more deeply into him, the one 

thing we really need. 

We stay away from him far too often, don’t we?  We live far too much of our 

days unaware of his presence. 

“Trust in him at all times, O people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our 

refuge” (Ps. 62:8). 

If you’re going to hold on you need an experiential relationship with God.  This is 

what all this theology is leading us towards.  Brothers and sisters: let us run to God, not 

away from him.  It’s available.  There’s a scene in the OT where David and his 600 men 
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are away and raiders come and attack the city they were staying in and take away their 

wives and children.  And we read, “David was greatly distressed, for the people spoke of 

stoning him, because all the people were bitter in soul, each for his sons and daughters.  

But David strengthened himself in the LORD his God” (1Sam. 30:6).  Do you know how 

to strengthen yourself in the Lord?  Psalm 84:5 says, “Blessed are those whose strength is 

in you, in whose heart are the highways to Zion” (ESV).  Back then the Zion was where 

the Temple was, the symbolic presence of God.  Today, what this means is that there are 

well-worn paths in our hearts from running to God. 

 

Lord’s Table 

 Coming to the Lord’s Table is a powerful picture to us of running to God.  We 

come repentant, not claiming a right in ourselves, but rehearsing the truths of the gospel 

and clinging by faith to Christ’s sacrificial death for us, symbolized in the bread (body) 

and wine (blood).  And we engage with God.  We know his heart for us.  We know his 

love and affection.  As the alcohol burns our esophagus our hearts are strangely 

warmed… 

 

Benediction 
“But you, dear friends, build yourselves up in your most holy faith and pray in the Holy 

Spirit.  Keep yourselves in God’s love as you wait for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ 

to bring you to eternal life” (Jd. 20-21) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 27, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 

169. 
2
 George H. Guthrie, Hebrews, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009 ePub 

[1998]), KINDLE location 3945. 
3
 J.I. Packer, Knowing God: 20TH-Anniversary Edition (Downers Grove: IVP, 1993), 26. 

4
 Ibid., 22. 

5
 Ibid., 25. 

6
 Hughes, 171. 

7
 B.F. Westcott qtd. in Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2010), 183. 
8
 I got this from a sermon by Tim Keller entitled, “The Sympathy of Jesus” (1995). 

9
 R.T. France, “Hebrews,” in Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland, eds., Hebrews ~ Revelation, 

Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 73. 


