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Hebrews 13:1-16                                                                        Ruskin Falls, April 7, 2019
Go where Jesus is!                                                                Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

                   5th Sunday in Lent
TEXT (English translation: NRSV) 

Let mutual love continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by
doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it. Remember those
who are in prison, as though you were in prison with them; those who are being
tortured, as though you yourselves were being tortured. Let marriage be held in
honor by all, and let the marriage bed be kept undefiled; for God will judge
fornicators and adulterers. Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be
content with what you have; for he has said, "I will never leave you or forsake
you." So we can say with confidence, "The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid.
What can anyone do to me?" Remember your leaders, those who spoke the
word of God to you; consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their
faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. Do not be
carried away by all kinds of strange teachings; for it is well for the heart to be
strengthened by grace, not by regulations about food, which have not benefited
those who observe them. We have an altar from which those who officiate in the
tent have no right to eat. For the bodies of those animals whose blood is brought
into the sanctuary by the high priest as a sacrifice for sin are burned outside the
camp. Therefore Jesus also suffered outside the city gate in order to sanctify the
people by his own blood. Let us then go to him outside the camp and bear the
abuse he endured. For here we have no lasting city, but we are looking for the
city that is to come. Through him, then, let us continually offer a sacrifice of
praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that confess his name.  Do not neglect to
do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.

(1)
The letter to the Hebrews isn’t actually a letter. It’s an early Christian sermon – a very long one.
The sermon was written for a church where membership is on the decline, enthusiasm is on the
wane, and the members who remain have grown disheartened and weary. Despite their hard
work, their church is dwindling. And they are uncertain what to do or where to turn.

In our own day, such a church might be advised to seek a dynamic preacher with an inspiring
message about the benefits of faith – one who will fire up people’s enthusiasm and make the
church exciting and attractive again. What, however, is offered by the book of Hebrews to the
weary few who’ve remained loyal to their dwindling church, is simply this: an extremely long
sermon that centers on two emphatic reminders and two commanding admonitions.

The two reminders are these:

Reminder #1: God is in heaven and you are on earth; yet God has acted to lift you into    
                      God’s own life by revealing God’s Word to the world in Jesus Christ.

Reminder #2: Through the church’s proclamation of the gospel of Jesus, the Holy Spirit   
                      makes God’s Word heard and effective in the world still today.

The two admonitions are these:

Admonition #1: As Christ’s church, be how and where God’s Word reveals itself. 

Admonition #2: As hearers of God’s Word, go where Jesus is.
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These reminders and admonitions add up to this: The church is God’s way of blessing us to
become hearers and proclaimers of God’s Word; and the church is God’s way of turning us –
God’s way of converting us – into doers of God’s Word; and conversion happens as we are
challenged to go where Jesus is. Therefore: embrace that blessing; take up that challenge; and
get going!

That is what the sermon we call Hebrews offers to Christians who are disheartened about their
congregational future, who are weary with how things are going, and who are uncertain what to
do next! Hebrews is hardly what people today would call a rousingly inspiring motivational
speech. It’s more a stark imperative: Have no fear! Don’t let yourselves be defined by worldly
ideas of success! And don’t market the church as one attraction among others in the world!
Rather, let God’s Word be proclaimed and heard in and through the church, and let God’s Word
be done in your life! Then, humbly yet boldly, leave the rest to God!  

(2)
The passage that we just read from Hebrews’ closing chapter is focused mainly on admonition
#2: As hearers of God’s Word, go where Jesus is. The point is this: Jesus came into a sinful
world – a world turned away from God – to lift the world into God’s embrace. He came to heal
the wounds that sin has caused, and to release us for the God-intended future that sin is
holding us back from – the future that involves our going where Jesus himself is. 

Consider, now, five things this passage from Hebrews tells us, about going where Jesus is:

First: To go where Jesus is, is to follow the path of mutual love. The Greek word translated here
as “mutual love” is  (philadelphía), literally, “brotherly love.”  We don’t go where
Jesus is, by giving ourselves over to some vague and general “love of humankind.”  We go
where Jesus is, by loving others the way one should expect to love and be loved by family.
Going where Jesus is, is about loving others not simply as our fellow human beings somewhere
out there in the world; it’s about loving others as our sisters and brothers whose joys, concerns,
tragedies, and well-being are intimately entwined with our own. 

Second: To go where Jesus is, is to practice hospitality to strangers.  It’s not simply about
enjoying the company of folks like ourselves or folks we otherwise know and like. It’s about
looking to people we’ve never met and to people who may seem different from ourselves,
maybe even disconcertingly different, and seeing, precisely in these people, persons we need
to serve in ways that make them feel at home. 

Third: To go where Jesus is, is to go where life is shaped by empathy toward others in their
times of trial and suffering. Where Jesus is, the trials and sufferings of others are met, not with
callousness or indifference, but also not just with sympathy, pity, or feeling sorry for them. 
Rather, their trials and sufferings are met with our concerned participation in those trials and
sufferings. Where Jesus is, we let the trials and sufferings of others become a source of trial
and suffering of our own. We may pity, but we don’t simply pity, those in prison. We may feel
sorry for, but we don’t just feel sorry for, those being tortured. Rather, we let concern for their
eventual well-being so penetrate our own soul, that we experience their trials and sufferings
with a familiarity and intimacy that lets us feel their pain and actually participate in their agony. 

Fourth: To go where Jesus is, is to go where desire is turned from lust and greed into joy and
freedom. It is to be where sex is not reduced to the selfish use of another person, but, where
sex instead involves delight and exhilaration before the mystery of the other’s being, and
involves a personal commitment to the other’s integrity and good. And, to go where Jesus is, is
to be where money and possessions aren’t made essential to our sense of fulfilment and
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meaning, and, so, aren’t pursued as things we’re madly driven to accumulate; it is to be where
life is so rooted in trust in the goodness and faithfulness of God, that we become freed from the
power of money and possessions, and free for enjoying them as things we gladly share.

Fifth: To go where Jesus is, is to let our life be steered not by voices out to conform us to the
world as it is, nor by voices out to conform us to their own self-serving schemes, but, rather, by
openness to the God of Jesus Christ – the God whose thoughts and ways are radically different
from the thoughts and ways the world has surrounded us with and inculcated in us – the God
who speaks into us the wisdom and courage to say No to any voice that is contrary to God’s.

(3)
Clearly, going where Jesus is, is a challenge. And, as if what’s been said so far isn’t already
challenging enough, Hebrews goes on to add this: To go where Jesus is, is to go to him outside
the camp, to go to him outside the city gate, and bear the abuse that he endured.  

Sacrificing his life so that we might be lifted into the life of God, Jesus was taken outside the
gate to be destroyed by crucifixion. He was taken away from the holy temple, away from the
holy city, away from things ordinarily associated with godliness. He was taken to a place of
torture and death, a place of filth and misery, a place where, ordinarily, only the wretched of the
earth and the nobodies of this world would be found.

The point here has been insightfully noted by the theologian, Charles L. Campbell (a.k.a.
Johnsye’s son, Chuck!), who put it this way: “The preacher of Hebrews here invites the church
to engage in what might be called the practice of dislocation. The church is called intentionally
and habitually to move out of the places of security and comfort into those ‘unclean’ places
where Jesus suffers ‘outside the gate of our sacred compounds,’ whether those compounds are
shaped by religion or class or race or culture. ... One of the most important practices for ...
churches is to move outside their comfortable compounds to be with people in those places
‘outside the gate’” (The Word before the Powers, WJK Press, 2002, pp.153-4).  

Jesus did not create the church to be where we go to get away from this world’s places of
torture and death, filth and misery, wretchedness and shame. Yes, he intends the church to be
where we learn truly to appreciate and deeply to enjoy the goodness, sweetness and beauty
that come our way from God’s benevolent hand. But, he also intends the church to lead us out
of the gates of our comfort zones. He intends the church to challenge us to step through those
gates. The church is to be how and where we receive the faith and the courage we need, to
take up the challenge of going where Jesus is – the challenge of going there, where life is
shaped by mutual love, hospitality to strangers, empathy, joyfully free desire, and openness to
the God whose thoughts and ways are wholly other than our worldly thoughts and ways. The
church is to be how and where we meet with the blessing of the faith and courage that free us
to declare, “The Lord is my helper; I will not be afraid. What can anyone do to me?”  

That is not the kind of rousing pep-talk that many today presume is needed by weary Christians
in a church low on members, short on money, and waning in enthusiasm. It is, however, what
Hebrews gives such Christians to hear. What here is given us to hear is this stark imperative:
Have no fear! Don’t let yourselves be defined by worldly ideas of success! And don’t market the
church as one attraction among others in the world! Rather, let God’s Word be proclaimed and
heard in and through the church, and let God’s Word be done in your life! Then, humbly yet
boldly, leave the rest to God! 

Amen. 


