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Text 
Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord. 15 

See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile 

many. 16 See that no one is sexually immoral, or is godless like Esau, who for a single meal sold his 

inheritance rights as the oldest son. 17 Afterward, as you know, when he wanted to inherit this blessing, he 

was rejected. He could bring about no change of mind, though he sought the blessing with tears. 

 

Introduction 
 What do you think of when you think of living in peace?  You probably imagine a 

serene setting, maybe a beach chair and a book, sun glasses and palm tree… and the 

beach is empty but for the sound of the waves.  There’s nobody there to bother you.  Ah!  

Peace! 

 What do you think of when you think of someone who is holy?  A holy man 

probably conjures up for you images of a monk who can meditate for hours on end, he’s 

in his own little world with God, delighting to just pray and read the Bible… and he’s by 

himself most of the time.  That’s a real holy person. 

 This passage today is going to blow apart those conceptions of peace and 

holiness.  In short, what we’re going to see today from these four verses is just this: 

God’s goal is to get you into community and out of yourself. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Context 

 Before we jump into these four verses, let me just review where we’ve been in 

Hebrews lately.  We spent four weeks looking at faith in ch. 11.  What is faith and what 

does it look like?  And there we saw a whole host of men and women of the past who 

lived and died in faith. 

 “Therefore,” ch. 12 begins, “since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of 

witnesses” – all these heroes and examples of faith that encircle us in the stadium – “let 

us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run 

with perseverance the race marked out for us.”  It’s an athletic metaphor.  The life of faith 

is a race, a distance race.  We must keep on running without growing weary and losing 

heart.  And we can if we keep our eyes on the prize – Jesus, the author and perfecter of 

our faith. 
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 Well last week the metaphor shifted from sports to parenting.  There we saw that 

God is a good dad.  As our life of faith goes on God disciplines us – lovingly, perfectly – 

in order to grow us and develop us and strengthen us and change us.  So to go back and 

borrow from the athletic metaphor, Christians will be in a different place at the end of 

their race than they were when they started it.  We’re going somewhere.  Where?  Verse 

10 – “God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.”  Verse 11 – 

“discipline… produces a  harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been 

trained by it.” 

 God has a goal.  At the moment you put your faith in Christ and start this race, 

God begins to work in you, to work on you.  As a good dad, he is shaping you, teaching 

you, training you.  His goal for his children includes a harvest of peace and sharing in his 

holiness. 

 

The Two Part Imperative 
 Okay, now let’s look at v. 14.  Those two goals of peace and holiness show up 

again.  God’s desire and design is to produce in you peace and holiness.  And so he calls 

us to pursue these things.  “Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be 

holy” (v. 14a).  These two things, whatever they are, are very important to God.  This is 

who he wants you to become in greater measure once you put your faith in Christ.  A 

peaceful and holy person. 

 This is an imperative.  It comes with grave force.  “Make every effort” (NIV)!  

“Pursue” (NASB)!  “Strive” (ESV)!  It’s a command because God is serious about these 

things.  Now remember: it’s not just a command from a demanding God.  It’s coming 

from a loving Father who has adopted you and made you his own.  You don’t become a 

Christian by making every effort to be holy.  You become a Christian by putting your 

faith in Jesus.  Now once you’ve become a Christian by faith, God is committed to 

transforming you by all means necessary, because he loves you. 

 And one of those means is by giving you imperatives.  And in this imperative we 

see that he cares passionately that you live in peace and holiness.  What does this mean? 

 

Peace 

 First let’s look at peace.  This is not referring to internal, personal peace; being at 

peace in your soul; having peace and quiet in your life.  What is this referring to?  “Live 

in peace with all men!”  This is talking about external, inter-personal peace; being at 

peace with others; having peace in your relationships.  God’s goal is to get you into 

community.  God won’t let you avoid people.  You can’t be who he wants you to be in 

isolation.  He is adamant that you learn to live at peace with other people.  I think we’d 

rather he said that he wants us to just learn how to be at peace with God.  But no, God 

won’t let us alone.  The vertical goes together with the horizontal.  Peace with God spills 

over into peace with people. 

 Do you realize how big of a deal this is to God?  Our inter-personal relationships!  

Let me just give you a sample of all the places he addresses this.  Romans 12:18 – “If it is 

possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”  [“If it is possible, as 

far as it depends on you;” full restoration is not always possible, but from your 

perspective you should do everything you can!]  Romans 14:19 – “Let us therefore make 

every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification.”  1 Thessalonians 5:13 – 
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“Live in peace with each other.”  Paul concludes his letter of 2 Corinthians this way – 

“Finally, brothers, rejoice.  Aim for restoration, comfort one another, agree with one 

another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with you” (2Cor. 13:11; 

ESV).  He wrote in Philippians 4:2 – “I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to 

agree with each other in the Lord.”  It’s sooo important that Christians don’t just tolerate 

others, but get along. 

Jesus said the same things.  He said, “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at 

the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift 

there in front of the altar.  First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer 

your gift” (Mt. 5:23-24).  It’s such a big deal.  He says in Mark 9:50 – “Be at peace with 

each other.”  And remember the beatitude – “Blessed are the peacemakers” (Mt. 5:9). 

James tells us that “the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then 

peace-loving… Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness” (James 

3:17-18).  It’s all over the NT .  It’s also in the OT – “Turn from evil and do good; seek 

peace and pursue it” (Ps. 34:14).  Do you think how you get along with others is 

important to God?  Is there anyone you are not at peace with?  He or she really irritates 

you?  Just ignoring someone and pretending they don’t exist is not peace. 

Here’s a question you can ask yourself to see if you are at peace with everyone.  

Is there someone out there in the world that if you ran into them at the Jewel you would 

get flustered and couldn’t say hi.  I’m not saying that you necessarily have to be best 

buddies with everyone or marry your rapist.  There are some people who should be 

locked up in jail.  But could you visit them in jail and share the love of God with them?  

Jesus didn’t say you wouldn’t have enemies, but he did say you must love your enemies 

and pray for them (Mt. 5:44). 

And he did teach us to pray, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who 

trespass against us.  %^&**!  Seriously?” says N.D. Wilson.  “We are supposed to pray 

that line?  Who among us can truly make that request to God without both knees 

buckling?  Are you ready to ask God to deal with you only as graciously as you deal with 

others?  But she totally lied about me.  But he’s been mooching my groceries.  But…  

But…  Sure.  You’ve been wronged.  Now show God how you would like Him to treat 

you when you’re the one doing wrong.”
1
  “Live in peace with all men.” 

This kind of pursuing peace starts in the church.  Your brothers and sisters in the 

church you cannot get away from.  God put you in a church not to put you around people 

that are just like you and easy to get along with.  He puts you in a church to get hurt, to be 

annoyed, to get disappointed and let down, to have your nerves grated on so that you can 

learn to love.  If you can’t do that, if you run from church to church, from relationship to 

relationship you are missing it.  You’re running in place… or backwards; you’re failing 

to grow up. 

Colossians 3:13 – “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you 

may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you.”  This is such a huge 

deal.  This is such a major part of the Christian life.  “Oh give me other verses to 

memorize!  Give me books to read.  Give me ministries to lead!  Send me as a missionary 

to Africa!  I’ll pray 3 hours every day!  I’ll give 20% of my income!  Just don’t make me 

have to work on relationships that are hard!!”  But that’s God’s goal for you. 

And I said learning to live at peace starts in the church, but this verse says to live 

in peace with all men, with everyone.  The church is a practice grounds, it’s supposed to 
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be a model to the world and the peace-making and reconciliation that occurs here should 

spread over to society.  Christians should be pursuing peace in other ways.  Sin has made 

a mess of this world.  One of its effects is social disintegration.  And so we divide and 

demonize and there’s tension.  Just one example would be racism.  Christians, of all 

people, should be on the front lines of racial reconciliation, learning to appreciate the 

cultural differences heal the wounds of prejudice, not just perpetuate the disharmony 

that’s writ large on our society. 

Are you seeing any room for growth in your life and in our church yet? 

 

Holiness 

“Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy” (v. 14a).  This is 

the second part of the imperative.  Holiness in humans means coming to look more and 

more like God in his character.  It’s being molded into the shape of his attributes of love 

and wisdom and justice and goodness and mercy. 

The last part of v. 14 adds that “without holiness no one will see the Lord” (v. 

14b).  This means that without some change worked in you to cause you to begin to 

reflect your heavenly Father, you are not in his Son.  And if you are not in Christ you will 

not be saved.  You will not be with God in heaven forever.  To be joined to Jesus by faith 

is to not just receive forgiveness of sins and the gift of righteousness; it is also to be made 

holy, progressively.  You cannot be in heaven unless you are holy.  That starts with a 

declaration of holiness which begins a process of becoming more and more holy that will 

be completed upon death.  If there’s been zero progress whatsoever before death it means 

you’ve never been declared positionally holy and therefore you are not and will not be 

saved. 

So holiness is essential.  It’s so important.  And here’s what I want you to see.  

Personal holiness cannot be separated from community.  God is holy in his relationships 

and so must we be.  And holiness comes about through relationships.  Retreating into the 

woods is not how we pursue holiness.  Holiness happens by rubbing shoulders with 

others. 

2 Timothy 2:22 is a call for holiness.  It says, “Flee the evil desires of youth, and 

pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of 

a pure heart.”  Ajith Fernando, a Christian in Sri Lanka, tells of how he preached on this 

text in seminary “and talked about the need to flee youthful lusts and pursue the virtuous 

qualities Paul mentioned.  After the sermon [his professor] remarked that [he] had not 

dealt with what is possibly the most important point in this verse – that we do the fleeing 

and the pursuing ‘along with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.’”  He said: 

 

I represented the typical evangelical distortion of Christian holiness by 

turning it into an individualistic rather than a corporate matter.  God 

intends for us to battle for holiness along with fellow Christians.
2
 

 

The Three Part Participle 

 We see this in our text today too.  So v. 14 is the imperative – “Radically pursue 

peace and holiness.”  It’s a plural verb – y’all make every effort.  And then what follows 

this imperative in the original language is a participle – “Seeing to it…”  “Make every 

effort… seeing to it that…”  In other words, “Here’s what y’all do to pursue peace and 
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holiness…”  “See to it [1] that no one misses the grace of God [2] …that no bitter root 

grows up to cause trouble and defile many.  [And 3] that no one is sexually immoral, or is 

godless.”  All three of these things we are told to do with and for each other. 

 “See to it,” says one commentator, “suggests more than concern for one’s own 

holiness… Just as in 10:24-25 the readers were expected to assume responsibility for 

each member of the group, so here they… are to keep an eye on each other so that no 

individual may go off course.”
3
  Another commentator points out that “the author expects 

them to show the same deep pastoral concern for one another that he has for them.”
4
  We 

can’t get away from other people, we need each other to live the Christian life.  We need 

to look out for each other and take an interest in each other. 

 

No One Misses the Grace 

 First, “see to it that no one misses the grace of God” (v. 15a).  One person has put 

it this way – “They are to look out for any member of the group who shows signs of 

giving up the Christian race.”
5
  You need people looking out for you to make sure that in 

this race you do not lose sight of Jesus, that you don’t miss God’s grace.  I need people to 

quote my sermons back to me on Mondays. 

This kind of communal mindset is so foreign to us.  In tribal cultures, or even 

earlier versions of the modern city, we got this a little easier.  I forget who it was, but I 

remember hearing a guy talk about growing up in the city before there was air 

conditioning and TV and all the kids on the block played on the street and the adults sat 

on the front steps and if one kid did something wrong five houses down, Mrs. So-and-So 

would see to it that he didn’t get away with it.  They all looked out for each other.  But 

nowadays we are cocooned in our own places just looking out for ourselves.  The church 

is to be like a good neighborhood – we’re all seeing to it that everyone else succeeds. 

And we do this by keeping the grace of God front and center.  Do you have a deep 

concern to make sure that the person sitting next to you knows deeply of the great grace 

of God?  You don’t despise him for his faults or just want to see her change so she won’t 

keep bothering you, but before anything else you want to make sure that he or she knows 

the deep, deep, grace that God has for sinners in Christ.  We must make grace the 

unmistakable centerpiece of our community.  No one can pursue holiness unless he or she 

is convinced that God is gracious to them… and he is in Christ.  So we must keep grace 

front and center in our community. 

 

No Bitter Root Grows Up 

 Secondly, “see to it… that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile 

many” (v. 15b).  The language and concept comes from Deuteronomy 29:18 and 

bitterness refers to a big category of things.  But let’s just take bitterness as we usually 

think of that word today.  It’s definitely part of it.  Do we take bitterness seriously?  

Bitterness can so easily overtake us, can’t it?  Life naturally will embitter you.  Live long 

enough and you will be let down and hurt by people.  Your dreams will be shattered.  

Your bones will creek and you will get cranky.  And this will poison your whole soul.  

You must not allow yourself to become a bitter old person. 

 You can’t say, “I’ve tried.  Nobody understands me.  Everybody will just let me 

down eventually.  So I’m done.  I’m just gonna pull back and protect myself.  Only Jesus 

can be my friend.”  It’s true that everyone will disappoint and relationships are risky and 
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it’s true that there is no friend like Jesus and only he can meet your deepest needs.  And if 

you are locked up in solitary confinement in Siberia, Jesus will be enough.  But here’s the 

thing: you’re not in solitary confinement in Siberia.  You’re here, surrounded by people.  

Are you going to pursue peace with them, risk the hurt, reach out, get hurt, try to 

understand, put to death your preferences and muddle through love?  Or are you going to 

be bitter and hold onto grudges and keep everyone at an arm’s length?  “Get rid of all 

bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be 

kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God 

forgave you” (Eph. 4:31-32). 

 But again, this isn’t just addressed to individuals, telling them to keep bitterness at 

bay.  We need to see to it that no one becomes embittered.  How do we do that?  I think 

by encouraging each other.  By apologizing and asking forgiveness.  We do it by pointing 

out bitterness and then pointing each other to Jesus.  Is there someone you see getting 

bitter?  How can you love and encourage him or her? 

 But also notice something else here.  This is saying that one person’s bitterness 

can poison the whole community – “that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and 

defile many” (v. 15b).  This is another radical concept.  It says that my own actions and 

attitudes don’t just affect me! 

Again, for example: bitterness spreads like yeast through dough (cf. 1Cor. 5:6).  

One person’s persistent disgruntledness often spreads to others and then either the whole 

church becomes divided and disunified or a general malaise settles over everything.  

Your cynicism can spread to others.  Do you think about how your mood can affect 

others?  When one person is in a prolonged funk, that brings others down.  If you’ve 

decided that you’re ticked off at something and you stop coming to church, that’s not just 

your decision.  There’s a ripple effect that’s impossible to fully measure.  When there’s a 

church of 65 members and 15 of them have decided that Jesus is not worthy of my 

passionate pursuit and they stay home from church on most Sundays, that can discourage 

others, there’s one less decibel to the choir singing truth into my ears, it models for 

younger believers that this is how you deal with the bitterness of life – check out, there 

are more empty seats that visitors see and don’t come back because it seems like this 

church is trailing off instead of trending up.  There are multiple ways this works.  You’re 

not just dealing with your junk, you’re bringing other people down with you.  We must 

nip all forms of bitterness in the bud or it can deflate a whole community. 

 Are you seeing how God’s desire for peace and holiness is different than you 

maybe previously thought?  The Christian life is not, cannot just be you on your own 

hitting different benchmarks of holiness.  It’s all wrapped up with other people. 

 

No One is Sexually Immoral or Godless 

 Now the third part of the participle – “See to it… that no one is sexually immoral, 

or is godless” (v. 16a).  We need each other to avoid going after illicit pleasures and 

giving up faith altogether, living like there is no God who judges sin and rewards seeking 

him.  This is the last step of losing sight of God’s grace, letting bitterness take over your 

heart, then you stop caring about sin and give into it.  The term sexually immoral could 

be referring to immorality and idolatry in general.  The term godless means something 

like irreligious or secular. 
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The Example 

 The last part of this passage gives us an example of someone who fell prey to his 

lusts and was godless.  His name is Esau.  What he illustrates is how easy it is to get stuck 

in yourself and how dangerous a place this is to be. 

 You can read Esau’s story in Genesis 25.  He was an impulsive man.  The Genesis 

text gives only slight details about his sexual immorality (Gen. 36:2), but extrabiblical 

tradition talks about this more.  The story we do have shows that he was a man only 

concerned with his own appetites.  “For a single meal [he] sold his inheritance rights as 

the oldest son” (v. 16b).  The story goes that he came in from hunting and he was hungry.  

His younger brother Jacob had cooked some good soup and Esau wanted some.  Jacob 

said, “Not unless you give me your birthright.”  And Esau said, “Whatever you can have 

it, just give me that soup.” 

 One person has described Esau as having a “preoccupation with personal 

gratification.”
6
  He only cares about himself and getting what he wants now.  It’s like the 

commercial jingle that Katy heard one time this Christmas as was singing non-stop for 

hours – “I want, I want, I want it… right now!”
7
  It’s hard to consider the needs of others 

above your own when you’re in this mindset.  But God’s goal is to get you into 

community and out of yourself. 

Another person has said that Esau’s “willingness to give up his whole inheritance 

in return for a single meal illustrates the shortsightedness of those readers who might be 

tempted to give up their heavenly calling for the sake of temporary relief.”
8
  Progressing 

in the race, growing in holiness, means becoming less and less self-absorbed, bent on 

getting your own tastes met.  When you just want what you want, when you’re just 

concerned about yourself, you’re going the wrong direction.  And at some point there is a 

point of no return.  Verse 17 – “Afterward, as you know, when he wanted to inherit this 

blessing, he was rejected.  He could bring about no change of mind, though he sought the 

blessing with tears.”   

 This is a warning not to get to this point.  If you don’t pursue peace with people 

and holiness in community; if you stay in yourself; if you miss out on the grace of God 

and let bitterness take root, if you give yourself over to your sinful desires you are in 

danger of becoming so hardened that you will not be able to repent.  You won’t be happy, 

but you won’t be able to change. 

 I know several stories of this in real life, like my friend who is a former pastor 

turned atheist but gets all emotional every year at Easter.  I know many post-Christians.  I 

can’t think of any post-post Christians.  I went back and read the interview Lee Strobel 

did with Charles Templeton this week.  Has anyone read The Case for Faith?  It’s the 

first chapter.  Charles Templeton was an early companion of Billy Graham – a Bible-

believing Christian involved in ministry.  But he eventually walked away from the faith.  

His last book before his death was Farewell to God: My Reasons for Rejecting the 

Christian Faith.  And Lee Strobel visited him at his home and interviewed him in 1999 

before his death in 2001.  And he talked with him about his doubts and then about Jesus.  

Templeton began to reflect nostalgically about Jesus. 

 

“…he’s the most…” He stopped, then started again.  “In my view,” he 

declared, “he is the most important human being who has ever existed.” 
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 That’s when Templeton uttered the words I never expected to hear 

from him. “And if I may put it this way,” he said as his voice began to 

crack, “I… miss… him!” 

 With that, tears flooded his eyes.  He turned his head and looked 

downward, raising his left hand to shield his face from me.  His shoulders 

bobbed as he wept. 

 What was going on?  Was this an unguarded glimpse into his soul?  

I felt drawn to him and wanted to comfort him; at the same time, the 

journalist in me wanted to dig to the core of what was prompting this 

reaction.  Missed him why?  Missed him how? 

 In a gentle voice, I asked, “In what way?” 

 Templeton fought to compose himself.  I could tell it wasn’t like 

him to lose control in front of a stranger.  He sighed deeply and wiped 

away a tear.  After a few more awkward moments, he waved his hand 

dismissively.  Finally, quietly but adamantly, he insisted: “Enough of 

that.”
9
 

 

“He could bring about no change of mind, though he sought the blessing with tears” (v. 

17b).  Change of mind is the word “repentance.”  Let’s see to it brothers and sisters that 

none of us gets to this point. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let us repent while we still can.  Let’s repent of our isolation and individualism.  

Let’s repent of our broken relationships and resolve to work on them.  Let’s repent of our 

self-absorption that just looks out for #1.  Let’s repent of our bitterness.  Let’s repent of 

our immorality and self-indulgence.  And let’s, together, fix our eyes on Jesus, who 

endured the cross for us, took our judgment so we could be accepted as sons of the Father 

who loves us too much to leave us to ourselves… 

 

Benediction 
“Out of [God’s] glorious riches [may he] strengthen you with power through his Spirit in 

your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.  And [may] you, 

being rooted and established in love, …have power, together with all the saints, to grasp 

how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and… know this love that 

surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” 

(Eph. 3:16-19). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 16, 2014.  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. 
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