
Hebrews 4-14-16 

Approaching the throne of Grace!  

 

Sermon introduction:  

 

 Last Sunday, on Easter Sunday, something terrible happened in the nation of Sri Lanka.  At 8:45am, six 

explosions ended over 300 lives (including woman and children) and wounded 500 more.  This happened when 

six suicide bombers walked into six locations and blew themselves up simultaneously.   

 

These attacks were specifically aimed at Christians and carried out by Muslims.     

 

 The organization “Open Doors” places Sri Lanka on its list of the top 50 hardest nations to live in as a 

Christian.  It is especially hard for people who have converted from Buddhism to Christianity since the nation is 

mostly Buddhist.  Converts to Christianity are accused of betraying their families and their nation when they 

convert.  Persecution from the Buddhists has increased every year in the last five years.   

 

In light of the Easter attacks, the Christians in Sri Lanka not only have to worry about persecution from 

Buddhists, they also have to worry about persecution from Muslims.     

 

In places like Sri Lanka it would be very tempting to leave the Christian faith.  Being a Christian in Sri 

Lanka can be very costly.  It would be so much easier to go back to being Buddhist or Muslim.   

 

Fortunately, we are still relatively safe in this country.  But there is still subtle pressure to go back to our 

old way of life, the life we lived before we became Christians.    

 

Have you ever felt pressure to go back to your old way of life?    

 

  This is how the Christians felt in 1st century Rome.  They were tempted to go back to Judaism.   How 

were they supposed to hang in there?  How where they supposed to persevere?   

 

This brings us to this morning’s passage.  Hebrews 4:14-16.  

 

This is a pivotal passage.  It functions as a key transition from chapter 4 to chapter 5.    

 

 In essence, it points us backwards to the topic of perseverance (chapters 3-4) and forward to the topic of 

Jesus priesthood (chapters 5-10). 

 

 This passage has one main burden.  God wants to help us persevere!   

 

 He helps us by giving us two commands.   These two commands are the only two commands in the 

passage and the two main points of the sermon.       

 

 First, keep believing.   

 Second, keep praying.      

  

First, keep believing in Jesus!    

   

Why should we keep believing in Jesus?  He is the great high priest!   

Hebrews 4:14 (ESV) — 14 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.  



Notice the author’s logic.  “Since we have a great high priest, who passed through the heavens…. let us 

hold fast our confession.”    

 

I thought long and hard about the logic of this passage.   Here is the question I kept asking myself.  How 

does knowing that Jesus is a great high priest help us keep believing in Jesus?  What is the connection????  

 

The answer comes when we think about the original audience.   Most of them came out of Judaism.  

They were being persecuted for following Jesus.   As a result, they were tempted to go back to Judaism.  In 

other words, they were tempted to go back to the OT sacrificial system with high priests.  

 

In the OT the high priest represented access into God’s very presence.   

 

Once a year, on the day of atonement, the high priest entered the holy of holy of holies, the innermost 

room in the temple.  But, before he could enter the holy of holies, he had to sacrifice a bull for his own sins.  

Once this was done, he carefully walked into the holy of holies and sprinkled the blood of the bull on the mercy 

seat, which was the lid for the ark of the covenant.  Inside the ark of the covenant was the law of God.  When 

God looked down on the ark of the covenant and saw the sprinkled blood covering the law of God, he was 

reminded of the fact that blood had been shed for law breakers.   

 

The high priest also sacrificed one goat for the sins of the people and sent another goat into the 

wilderness (the scapegoat).  This illustrated that Israel’s sins had been removed.  

 

The day of atonement was the good Friday of the OT.  It was done for one purpose, to avert the wrath of 

God for the sins of the past year and to insure God’s continued dwelling among his people.  

 

 This was all carried out by the high priest.  Without the high priest there was no forgiveness and access 

to God’s presence.   

 

 Back to our text-   

 

Jesus is called the great high priest. 

 

Hebrews 4:14 (ESV) — 14 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.  

 

Why is Jesus called the GREAT high priest?  

 

He did not need to offer sacrifices for himself to enter the holy of holies.  

He did not need to offer sacrifices for Israel year after year! 

 

Most importantly, according to our text, he is the great high priest because he has passed through the 

heavens.  In other words, he has ascended to the father.   

 

After his priestly work of dying on the cross, he ascended to God’s right hand.  Now he is in God’s 

presence all the time.  Unlike the OT priests who were in God’s presence for a few minutes a year.  

 Jesus is a great high priest because he removes all of our sins with his one sacrifice.  As a result, he 

ascended to the father’s right hand, the place of highest honor.    

 There is no priest like Jesus, the great high priest.  He makes all other priests obsolete.   

Illustration:   



 

 My first car was a used Toyota Tercel.  It had problems (coolant leak, overheated engine, new engine, 

problems, no AC, constant puffing out black smoke, finally sold to another seminary student, when he came I 

started the car and all the smoke came out the back and he still bought it)….  This car worked, it got me from A 

to B.  But if you would have offered me a Tesla Model S P85D (the highest rated car ever in consumer reports).  

It scored a perfect 100, which no car has ever done…  I would have taken it.   

 

The OT priests, like my Tercel, got the job done, But Jesus is the great high priest.  Why would you go 

back to your Toyota Tercel when you can have a Tesla Model S?   The Tesla Model S is far superior.  

 Application:   

To the original audience this was very meaningful!!!   If they stop believing in Jesus, if they go back to 

the OT system of priests, they no longer have the forgiveness of sins or access to God’s presence.   

In a similar sense, if we stop believing in Jesus, we have no forgiveness of sins and no access to God’s 

presence.  These things are only found in Jesus Christ, the great high priest.   

Forsaking Jesus, for your old way of life is not worth it…  nothing compares to forgiveness of sins and 

access to God’s very presence…. Nothing!!!   

 Why should we keep believing in Jesus?  Because he is the great high priest.      

 How do we keep believing in Jesus?  By holding fast our confession!  

 

Hebrews 4:14 (ESV) — 14 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.  

The word for confession literally means a set of beliefs (see 3:1, 10:23). What must we keep confessing 

or believing?  That Jesus is the son of God and our great high priest.  

 

We must hold onto this belief with all of our might.   

 

Illustration:  

 

Not long ago, Professional rock climber Alex Honnold attempted what many people thought was 

impossible.  If not impossible, it was very foolish.  He set out to climb the famed El Capitan's 900-metre 

vertical rock face at Yosemite National Park. 

 

A few people have climbed this rock wall.  But they all used ropes. Alex wanted to make this climb 

without ropes.  That means that if he loses his footing or his grasp on a rock, he will fall over 2000 feet to his 

death.  This is called a “free solo” climb.   

 

Show image (one image said, climb perfect or die)  

 

He did it… let’s pretend that you attempted to free solo El Cap in Yosemite.  Let’s pretend that you 

climbed 2,000 feet above the forest floor.  How firmly do you think you would you hold on to the rocks above 

you?   

 

You would hold fast with every single muscle, tendon, and ligament in your hand.      

 

Application:   



In a similar sense the author of Hebrews is encouraging us to hold fast to our belief in Jesus Christ as the 

son of God and the great high priest.   

 

If we stop believing, if we let go of this confession, we will fall away from Grace, and it will be a lot 

worse than falling to our death in Yosemite.   

It is relatively easy to hold fast our confession when it costs very little to follow Christ.  But when things 

get tough, when the heat intensifies, when your boss mocks you, when your spouse ridicules you, when your 

non-Christian friends stop talking to you because of your new found faith, when Muslims blow up your church, 

there is a temptation to loosen our grip on Jesus.  

 

This was a real temptation for the first audience.  

 

 Hebrews 10:32–34 (ESV) — 32 But recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you 

endured a hard struggle with sufferings, 33 sometimes being publicly exposed to reproach and affliction, and 

sometimes being partners with those so treated. 34 For you had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully 

accepted the plundering of your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an 

abiding one.  

 Holding fast our confession implies that we publicly confess our faith.  This is what got the original 

audience in trouble with the authorities.  They were being persecuted because they kept their beliefs to 

themselves.  They were being persecuted because they publicly confessed their faith in Jesus.  

 

 Are we willing to hold fast our confession even though it may cost us our job, our friends or our 

families?   This is how we persevere.    

 But my faith is weak! Can I get some help, please?  Yes, this brings us to the second point…     

 

 First, keep believing!   

 

Second, keep praying!  

 

 Look with me at verses 15-16.    

 Hebrews 4:15–16 (ESV) — 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.   

 There is one command in these verses.  It is a command to approach the throne of grace with 

confidence.  In other words, it is a command to boldly ask God for help through prayer.  This command is 

rooted in three amazing truths.  Let’s look at them…   

 

 We can keep praying, since we have a sympathetic high priest! 

 Hebrews 4:15 (ESV) — 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.  

 

 Said positively, “We do have a high priest who is able to sympathize with our weaknesses,”  

 

 Our God is not like Allah, who keeps himself at a distance.  Our God took on flesh so that he could fully 

identify with us.   

 



 Jesus was fully God and fully man.  He was not mostly God and partly man.  He was fully human and 

fully God.  He possessed to distinct natures in one divine person.   

 

 Since Jesus was fully human, he experienced all the things that humans experience, without sin.    

 

 He had a human body, a human mind, and human emotions.   

 

 He had to learn things.  He learned how to walk, talk, and read.  He learned social cues.  He had to learn 

how to control his bladder when he was four years old.   

 

 His divine nature was all knowing, every-where present, and all powerful.  But his human nature was 

limited by his humanity.   It was a truly human nature, just like ours.     

  

 Because he was fully human, he was tempted “in every respect” that humans are tempted.  What does 

this mean?   

 

 This does not mean that he experienced every specific temptation that every human has ever 

experienced, but he experienced every category of temptation.   

 

 He was tempted with power, anger, lust, greed, and a thousand other things.  Yet he never once sinned.   

  

Objection-  

 

If he never sinned, then he does not know the real power of temptation!   

 

 I like how C. S. Lewis responds,   

 

“A silly idea is current that good people do not know what temptation means. This is an obvious lie. 

Only those who try to resist temptation know how strong it is. After all, you find out the strength of the German 

army by fighting against it, not by giving in. You find out the strength of a wind by trying to walk against it, not 

by lying down. A man who gives in to temptation after five minutes simply does not know what it would have 

been like an hour later….We never find out the strength of the evil impulse inside us until we try to fight it: and 

Christ, because He was the only man who never yielded to temptation, is also the only man who knows to the 

full what temptation means.”  (quoted by Hughes)  

 

 Application:  

 

 Jesus is a sympathetic high priest.  He knows what it is like to struggle…   

 

 Illustration:  Kershinars coming to the hospital.  

 

Since Jesus is a sympathetic high priest, we must boldly approach him when temptation strikes.  

 

We can never say, “you don’t know what it is like,” to God!!!  Jesus knows what it is like to experience 

rigorous temptation.  As a result, we can boldly approach him for help.     

Hebrews 2:18 (ESV) — 18 For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those 

who are being tempted.   

When you are tempted to lash out in anger…  

When you are tempted to lie…   



When you are tempted to be fearful…  

When you are tempted to walk away from Jesus…  

Boldly ask Jesus for help.   He wants to help!!!   

 We can keep praying, since we have a sympathetic high priest!  

 We can keep praying, since we have a merciful high priest!  

 Hebrews 4:16 (ESV) — 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.  

 

 Jesus is a merciful high priest.  In the context of Hebrews, mercy is connected with pardon from sin.    

 

 Hebrews 2:17 (ESV) — 17 Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he 

might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the 

people.  

 Hebrews 8:12 (ESV) — 12 For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins 

no more.”  

 Application:   

 We can boldly approach the throne of grace in prayer, since our sins have been forgiven by our merciful 

high priest.   What a contrast to the OT high priest.  Wow!!!   In the OT, only one person a year, the high priest, 

could be in God’s presence for a few minutes.  Under the new covenant, every Christian can boldly approach 

the holy of holies because of the work of our great high priest.  He has removed our sins, so we can walk boldly 

into the holy of holies and ask God for help.   

 

 The key word is the word bold.  We can be bold, not because we are righteous, but because the great 

high priest is merciful.    

 

 The grammar of the exhortation “let us then with confidence draw near….”  Literally means let us 

constantly approach (Guthrie, 176)  

 You don’t have to clean up your life first.  

 You don’t have to make yourself worthy.  

 You don’t have to do a bunch of religious things to make God hear you.  

 

 Jesus, your merciful high priest has removed all the obstacles that kept you from approaching the throne 

of Grace in prayer.  Now you can approach boldly.   

 

 We can keep praying, since we have a sympathetic high priest!  

 We can keep praying, since we have a merciful high priest!  

 We can keep praying, since we have a gracious high priest!  

 

Hebrews 4:16 (ESV) — 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. 



 It is a throne of grace, not a throne of wrath or judgment.  Why?  Jesus Christ our great high priest died 

in our place.    

  

 I want to look at the word grace in 16b.  We read that in Jesus, “we may receive mercy and find grace to 

help in time of need.”  

 

 The word grace in this context refers to strength.  Jesus will give you the strength to keep believing, 

keep holding fast your confession, keep obeying his commands.   

 

James 4:6 (ESV) — 6 But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, “God opposes the proud but gives 

grace to the humble.”  

 

When will he give you this grace?  “in time of need”   

 

I often wonder if I will have the grace to suffer well under persecution.  It terrifies me.  I know that I 

don’t have it in me, but I know that God will give me and you the grace when I need it most.  

 

 Conclusion:  

 

 God wants to help us persevere.  To help us persevere he gives us two commands.  He tells us to keep 

believing and keep praying.  

 

 It was the 16th century.  Martin Luther stood on trial before the most powerful men in Europe.  What 

was his crime?  He taught that one is justified by faith alone in Christ alone and he taught that sacred scripture is 

our only authority.    

 

 He was considered a heretic.  In the 16th century condemned heretics did not go to jail, were they got 

three square meals a day and watched cable television.  Heretics were burned alive.  Luther knew this.  

 

 In a crowded courtroom he was asked to recant his writings.  He asked in a soft voice, “Can I have the 

night to think about it.”  What???  “You are a doctor of theology, you know how to answer.”   But he was given 

one night to think it over.   

 

 In his cell that night, scared for his life.  Luther did two things- he keep believing and he kept praying…  

Here is part of his prayer…    

 

 “O God, Almighty God everlasting! How dreadful is the world! Behold how its mouth opens to swallow 

me up, and how small is my faith in Thee! . . . Oh! The weakness of the flesh, and the power of Satan! If I am to 

depend upon any strength of this world – all is over . . . The knell is struck . . . Sentence is gone forth . . . O 

God! O God! O thou, my God! Help me against the wisdom of this world. Do this, I beseech thee; thou shouldst 

do this . . . by thy own mighty power . . . The work is not mine, but Thine….O Lord! help me! O faithful and 

unchangeable God!” (Found in The Holiness of God by Sproul)  

 Luther was terrified.  You would be too.  But he obeyed God’s two commands in this passage.  

 

 He kept believing   

 He kept praying.  

 

 The next day, before a packed house, knowing his life was on the line he took his famous stand uttering 

these famous words.   

 

  



 “Unless I can be instructed and convinced with evidence from the Holy Scriptures or with open, clear, 

and distinct grounds of reasoning… then I cannot and will not recant, because it is neither safe nor wise to act 

against conscience. Here I stand.  I can do no other.  God help me!  Amen.”  (CH1, 16)  

 

God wants to help you persevere.  Keep believing and keep praying.  Lets pray…  
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