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Introduction.  

  

 The time is ripe for Hebrews to be mined for what it may teach us about worship.2 Even a 

cursory reading of the letter reveals how often the author speaks about “drawing near” to God, 

which in context obviously refers to the broader aspects of worship. Proserchesthai is the Greek 

word translated “draw near” in Hebrews. The word is the LXX translation of the Hebrew term 

used to describe priestly access to God (Lev. 9:7-8; 21:17-24; 22:3) and the approach of the 

people in their worship of God (Exodus 16:9; Lev. 9:5; Num. 10:3-4; 18:4; 1 Sam 14:36). The 

term as used in Hebrews refers to approaching God in prayer specifically and worship generally, 

whether individually or corporately. A related word, eiserchesthai, “to enter,” is also used by the 

author with worship implications.3  

                                                           
1 Significant portions of this paper come from my Hebrews commentary in the NAC series (2010). 
2 See Scott Aniol’s recent article “WORSHIP THAT CANNOT BE TOUCHED: A Theology of Christian Worship 

from the Book of Hebrews,” Journal of IRBS Theological Seminary (2019): 91-125. For a survey of how Hebrews 

has been utilized in the worship of the church historically, see Mark A. Torgerson, “Hebrews in the Worship of the 

Church: A Historical Survey,” in Reading the Epistle to the Hebrews: A Resource for Students, eds. Eric Mason and 

Kevin McCruden (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 269-307. For a comprehensive outline of the 

history of interpretation and influence of Hebrews in church life, consult Koester, Hebrews: A New Translation with 

Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Bible 36 (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 19-63. 
3 Scholer asserts the two terms are used interchangeably in Hebrews, but with distinctions. The former is used with 

respect to living believers, the latter to believers who have died and the heavenly sanctuary. (201) For Scholer, the 

perfection of believers is a present reality, but the “rest” remains to be entered upon the death of the believer. (202-

203). The “rest” refers to the establishment of a renewed earth. This is suggested by the future expectation of a 

“city” in several verses, culminating in 12:28, which corresponds to the “rest.” (204) In Heb 12:18-24, the location 

to which the readers have drawn near is the heavenly sanctuary. This is descriptive of those believers who are 

currently in the presence of God in heaven. Perfection for believers is the present access to God’s heavenly 

sanctuary which they enjoy presently. The readers are like priests in their access to God made possible by the past 

and present priestly service rendered by Christ himself. Scholer asserts the term proserchesthai is proleptic and 

denotes a preliminary access into the Holy of Holies by living believers while the latter term describes full and final 

access of believers who have died and entered the heavenly sanctuary. John Scholer, Proleptic Priests: Priesthood 

in the Epistle to the Hebrews, in Journal for the Study of the New Supplement Series 49, ed. David Hill (Sheffield: 

JSOT Press, 1991), 200-207.  

Mackie, however, disputes Scholer’s interpretation of distinction. He lists three reasons:  

1. The author’s hortatory goals and logic “typically are not adequately appraised, and often they are even 

ignored.” Rather than a distinction between believers’ access to God and that of Jesus, “Hebrews instead 

repeatedly exhorts the community to mimetically replicate Jesus’ entry into the heavenly sanctuary (cf. 2:9-

10; 4:14-16; 6:19-20; 10:19-23).  

2. Failure to evaluate the immediate context.  

3. The author’s overarching imagery, particularly his depiction of the cultic and regnal aspects of the heavenly 

sanctuary/throne room, is not accorded an appropriate level of prominence in the discussion. (20-21) 



 

Structure of Hebrews as Crucial for Tracing the Concept of “Drawing Near” as Worship:” 

 

Semantic analysis furnishes significant evidence of the letter’s basic tripartite structure.4 

Following a well-crafted prologue (1:1–4), the first major section ends at 4:13. The second major 

section in the epistle (4:14–10:18) is concerned with Jesus’s priestly office (4.14–7:28) and with 

his saving work (8:1–10:18). It also contains an extended warning (5:11–6:8) followed by 

encouragement (6:9–20). The third major section (10:19–13:21) is followed by a formal 

conclusion in 13:22–25.  

The three major discourse divisions each have their own function within the discourse. 

Though section two builds on section one by further developing thematic material introduced 

there, each of these :two sections function semantically to provide the grounds for the final 

section (10:19–13:21).  

This third section is actually the major hortatory section of the epistle. It begins with a 

hortatory paragraph (10:19–25) followed by both warning (10:26–31) and encouragement 

(10:32–39). This is followed by a lengthy expository section (chap. 11), but with a covert 

semantic message—“have faith.” Hebrews 12:1 begins with the most pronounced conjunction in 

the epistle (toigaroun, “therefore”) and introduces the major hortatory paragraph (12:1–3) that 

dominates the rest of the epistle.  

The remainder of chaps. 12 and 13 has numerous command forms (imperatives and 

hortatory subjunctives in Greek) identifying the majority of these paragraphs as hortatory in 

nature. 

Semantically, the macrostructure of Hebrews could be displayed as follows:  

 

1:1–4:13 God has spoken to us in his Son 

 

4:14–10:18 who as our high priest has offered a complete sacrifice for sins and 

by this obtained salvation for us. 

 

10:19–13:21  Therefore let us draw near to God with a true heart in full 

assurance of faith in Jesus and the sufficiency of his finished 

                                                           
“The principal point is the attainment of communicative and relational proximity to God, regardless of 

geographic context.” (23)  “. . . allowing a tendentious reading of a single word, proserchomai, to smother out these 

profuse affirmations of the community’s full access to the most holy place is exegetically unsound and represents a 

failure to appreciate the significance of not only the author’s comparative critique but also his primary hortatory 

agenda.” (29) Hebrews 12:22-24 places believers presently in the proximity of dead believers in the heavenly 

sanctuary. (30) See Scott Mackie, “Let us draw near . . . but not too near”: A Critique of the Attempted Distinction 

between “Drawing Near” and “Entering” in Hebrews Entry Exhortations,” in Listen, Understand, Obey: Essays on 

Hebrews in Honor of Gareth Lee Cockerill, ed. Caleb Friedeman (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2017), 17-36. 
4 See Nauck (“Hebräerbriefs,” 203–04), which has been followed by many since. L. Neeley and C. Westfall’s in-

depth analysis of the discourse structure of Hebrews concluded that the text reveals a clear tripartite structure along 

the lines of those suggested by Nauck. K. Backhaus, whose literary analysis identified the same tripartite structure, 

assigned a single word to each section that summarizes how the author is pressing his readers to new spiritual 

insight: Hear (1:5–4:13), Interpret (4:14–10:18), Act (10:19–13:21; Der neue Bund und das Werden der Kirche: Die 

Diatheke-Deutung des Hebräerbriefes im Rahmen der frühchristlichen Theologiegeschichte, in Neutestamentliche 

Abhandlungen, Neue Folge, vol. 29 [Münster: Aschendorff Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1996], 63). G. Schunack followed 

the same tripartite structure (Der Hebräerbrief, in Zürcher Bibelkommentare [Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 2002], 

21, 60–61, 144–45). 



sacrifice; let us hold fast the confession of the hope in him without 

wavering, and let us consider each other to stir up to love and good 

works.5 

 

One of the significant indicators that the third major unit of the epistle begins with 10:19 

is the proportionately higher use of the second person plural in this section as compared to the 

previous section. Second person plural pronouns occur a total of twelve times in Heb 1:1–10:18, 

but they occur fourteen times in 10:19–13:25. Second person plural verbs occur eleven times in 

Heb 1:1–10:18, but they occur twenty-six times in 10:19–13:25. Second person plural 

imperatives occur seven times in 1:1–10:18, but they occur eighteen times in 10:19–13:25.6  

This highlights the hortatory nature of this section and serves as a cohesive device to bind 

the unit together as well. This heavy use of the second person plural supports Neeley’s 

contention that the third major section of Hebrews, 10:19–13:25, is semantically the most 

dominant information in the discourse. She considers the preceding two sections to function in 

the role of grounds for the exhortation in 10:19–13:25: 

 

 1:1–4:13   grounds for 10:19–13:25 

 4:14–10:18  grounds for 10:19–13:25 

 10:19–13:25   Hortatory section with the most prominence in the discourse. 

 

Semantically, a hortatory passage has a higher prominence than its co-text that functions 

as ground or reason; hence, 10:19–13:21 is the most important [semantically significant] 

information that the author wanted to convey. 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, scholars began to take note of the significance 

of the hortatory sections of Hebrews in the overall structure (e.g., 2:1–4; 4:14–16; 10:19–25). O. 

Michel concluded that the most salient sections of Hebrews must be the hortatory passages.7 This 

insight opened the door for a significant advance in the understanding of the structure of the 

epistle. Kümmel concurred and said the hortatory passages function as the goal and purpose of 

the entire discourse.8 F. F. Bruce agreed with this assessment and argued that the climax of 

Hebrews is in 10:19–25: “The preceding argument leads up, stage by stage, to this exhortation, 

and what comes after reinforces it.”9 The text itself bears out this analysis, for in 13:22 the author 

speaks of his text as “a word of exhortation.” The imperatives and hortatory subjunctives in the 

epistle should be ranked at the highest thematic level. 

A determination of purpose must take into account the overall semantic structure of the 

letter and the fact that the epistle is primarily pastoral in nature and only secondarily doctrinal. 

The author makes use of exhortations and warnings, with the expositional portions of the epistle 

serving as the grounds for these exhortation and warnings. It is the hortatory sections of the 

epistle that should be considered most diagnostic of purpose. Thus, the necessity of pressing on 

to maturity in the midst of difficulty (6:1–3) by means of drawing near, holding fast, and stirring 

one another up to love and good works (10:19–25) would appear to serve as a viable statement of 

                                                           
5 Linda L. Neeley, “A Discourse Analysis of Hebrews.” Occasional Papers in Translation and Textlinguistics 3–4 

(1987), 61. 
6 See C. Westfall, A Discourse Analysis of the Letter to the Hebrews: The Relationship Between Form and Meaning, 

in Library of New Testament Studies 297, ed. M. Goodacre (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 242. 
7 O. Michel, Der Brief an die Hebräer, KEK (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1975), 27. 
8 Kümmel, Introduction to the New Testament, 390. 
9 F. F. Bruce, “The Structure and Argument of Hebrews,” SWJT 28 (1985), 6.  



purpose. Lane’s assessment would appear to be correct: “So using a number of effective pastoral 

strategies, he balanced instruction, exhortation, reminder, encouragement, and warning—

alternating confrontation with affirmation—to stabilize the community and to move them beyond 

a lack of nerve to a fresh commitment to Christ and the gospel.”10 

 

 

Key Texts on “Drawing Near” and Worship. 

 

2:1-4   (Hortatory paragraph - Semantically dominant information of 1:1-2:18) 

4:14-16 (Hortatory paragraph, introducing second major section of the letter) 

7:25  (Found in Expository paragraph) 

9:1  (Found in Expository paragraph) 

10:1  (Found in Expository paragraph) 

10:19-25 (Hortatory paragraph) 

12:18-29 (Expository paragraph—12:18-24; Hortatory paragraph—12:25-29) 

13:15-16 (Hortatory paragraph) 

 

Notice several things about these texts: 

 

1. They are mostly hortatory in nature.  

2. They contain the key words proserchesthai “draw near” and eiserchesthai “to enter.” 

3. 4:14-16 and 10:19-25 each introduce the second and third major section respectively.)11  

4. 12:18-29 constitutes the final warning passage and the culmination of the main argument) 

5. 13:15-16 summarizes that author’s intention to demonstrate worship has a Godward and 

manward thurst. 

 

 

2:1-4. 

 

“Therefore, we must pay more careful attention to what we have heard, so that we do not drift 

away. For if the message spoken by angels was binding, and every violation and disobedience 

received its just punishment, how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation, . . . .” 

 

        This is the first hortatory paragraph in the letter. The use of dia touto, “therefore,” signals a 

shift in topic followed by a warning, along with a shift in genre from expository to hortatory.  

The use of “we” and “us” indicates a shift to a more direct address to the readers.  

        This warning semantically expresses the opposite of what it means to “draw near” and 

prepares the reader for what will follow by way of positive command.  

 

 

 

                                                           
10 Lane, “Living a Life of Faith,” 252. See his “Hebrews as Pastoral Response,” in Newell Lectureships, ed. T. 

Dwyer (Anderson: Warner, 1996), 3:103–21.  
11 On this connection, see Guthrie, Structure of Hebrews, 79; Westfall, Discourse Analysis, 133-39; and Allen, 

Hebrews, 90–93. 

 



4:14–16. 

 

“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. 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 without sin. 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.” 

 

        From a discourse perspective, Heb 4:14–10:18 forms the second of three major discourse 

units in the epistle. The phrase echontes oun, “having therefore,” in 4:14 and 10:19 signal new 

discourse section onset. Following the hortatory paragraph of 4:14–16, one can divide 5:1–10:18 

into two sections: 5:1–7:28 and 8:1–10:18. The section covering 5:1–7:28 is marked by an 

inclusio in 5:1–3 and 7:27–28. Both sections include the following common features: high priest, 

appoint, to offer, sacrifice from sins, weakness, for the sins of the people.12  

        Hebrews 4:14–16 begins a new major section in the epistle as can be seen in the fact that 

there are few concepts found in it that also occur in 3:7–4:13. There is a back reference to 3:1–6 

with the repetition of four words: “high priest,” “confession,” “Jesus” and “son.” The lexical 

density of these words throughout Hebrews is striking: “high priest” (11), “confession” (5), 

“Jesus” (13), and “son” (15). This passage introduces the theological discourse of Heb 5:1–10 on 

Christ as the High Priest. There is a chiastic structure formed by the lexical and semantic 

repetition of “confession” in 3:1, “confidence” in 3:6, “assurance” in 3:14, and “confession” in 

4:14.  The section begins in 3:1 with the admonition to “consider . . . confession,” and the new 

section in 4:14 begins with the similar exhortation to “hold fast the confession.”13 

        Hebrews 4:14 should have been a new chapter division in the Bible since it begins a major 

discourse section of the epistle and since Hebrews 5:1 is introduced by the subordinating 

conjunction gar “for.” Verse 14 begins with oun and can be viewed as introducing an exhortation 

based on the immediately preceding paragraph and/or indicating resumption of the topic of the 

High Priesthood of Jesus in 2:17 or 3:1 after an interruption. Spicq and Ellingworth take the 

latter position and identify the interruption as 3:7–4:13.14 The causal present participle echontes 

conveys the meaning “since we have” and serves as grounds for the two exhortations which 

follow in 4:14–16. 

        Given the context of the previous chapters, Jesus is a “great” high priest for a number of 

reasons. He is highly exalted; superior to Moses, Aaron and the Levitical priests; and designated 

as Son of God. The translation “passed through” renders a perfect participle functioning 

attributively and indicating a state resulting from a previous action: Jesus is now permanently in 

God’s presence having passed through the heavens via the ascension. The phrase “Jesus the Son 

of God” is in apposition to “a great high priest” and is given emphasis by the author by being 

                                                           
12 G. Guthrie, The Structure of Hebrews: A Text-Linguistic Analysis, (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 83, and his Hebrews, 

NIVAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 186; J. Kurianal, Jesus Our High Priest: Ps 110, 4 as the Substructure of 

Heb 5,1–7,28 European University Studies, Series XXIII, Theology, 693 (Frankfurt am Main: Bern, 2000), 235–61.   
13 See Vanhoye, La structure littéraire de l’Epître aux Hébreux (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1976), 54; W. Schenk, 

“Hebraerbrief 4.14–16. Textlinguistik als Kommentierungsprinzip,” NTS 26 (1979–80): 242–52; G. Guthrie, 

Structure, 78.  
14 P. Ellingworth, The Epistle to the Hebrews, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 266; Spicq, L`epitre aux 

Hebreux, vol. 2 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre, 1952–53), 91. The term “interruption” is too strong given the way the 

author of Hebrews weaves his units together.  



placed at the end of the clause. The two titles, “Jesus” and “Son” may reflect Christ’s dual 

nature: human and divine. 

        On the grounds of the high priesthood and Sonship of Jesus the readers are exhorted to hold 

fast continually (present tense) the confession, the articular noun being rendered “the faith we 

confess” by the NIV. One’s grip is to be firm and steadfast, as the verb krateō indicates. This 

exhortation will be repeated at 6:18 and 10:23. 

        The gar of v. 15 subordinates it to v. 14, and semantically indicates the grounds for holding 

fast the confession.15 Lane noted it counteracts the inference that the exalted state of Jesus would 

somehow hinder his ability to identify with human weakness.16 

        Oun should be translated “therefore,” or “consequently” in v. 16 rather than the weak “then” 

of the NIV since it functions as the conclusion of 14–15 and gives the grounds for the 

exhortation “let us come.”17 The use of the present tense hortatory subjunctive proserchomai, 

“let us come,” is used several times in the letter and is always used by the author in a cultic sense 

of approaching God in worship and priestly service.18 The use of the present tense indicates the 

readers are exhorted to come as often as needed, and when they come it is to be “with 

confidence” or “with boldness,” or as Lane translates: “with a bold frankness,”19 as the adverbial 

manner phrase indicates. The phrase “throne of grace” can be taken as a qualitative genitive, “a 

throne characterized by grace,” or as a genitive (ablative) of source, “the throne from which 

grace comes.” In characteristic Hebrew metonymic fashion, the throne substitutes for God who 

sits on the throne. Miller takes the sense of the passage to be: “(Since Jesus is now our high 

priest,) let us confidently approach the throne of God, for He is willing to act graciously toward 

us. In this way we may ask that God will show mercy to us and act graciously to send help to us 

just when we need it most.”20  

        The purpose for coming to the throne of grace is that we might receive (aorist subjunctive) 

“mercy” and find (aorist subjunctive) “grace,” literally “for timely help.” The two phrases 

“receive mercy” and “find grace” are chiastically arranged in the Greek text, which probably 

indicates the two phrases do not differ significantly in meaning. When there is a difference 

perceived, it is usually along the lines of mercy in forgiveness of sins and grace to needed 

assistance in some trial or temptation.21 The Greek noun boētheia “help,” preceded by the 

adjective translated “timely,” is rendered verbally in the NIV as “to help us in our time of 

need.”22 Verse 16 provides insight into the aspectual nature of the Greek verbal system, with the 

present subjunctive “Let us approach” followed by the aorist subjunctives “we may receive” and 

                                                           
15 N. Miller, The Epistle to the Hebrews: An Analytical and Exegetical Handbook (Dallas: Summer Institute of 

Linguistics, 1988), 131.  
16 Lane, Hebrews 1–8, 107.  
17 See Louw-Nida, 89.50.  
18 Schneider, TDNTa, 262. “Cultic” denotes language having to do with the worship, ritual, and function of the 

tabernacle/temple.  
19 Lane, Hebrews 1–8, 107. Schlier, “parrēsia,” TDNT, 5.872–ff., identified three shades of meaning for parrēsia in 

Greek political usage: (1) a citizen’s right to full expression in the assembly, (2) openness to truth, and (3) courage 

to speak openly; candor. The latter meaning fits the context of Heb 4:16. See also W. S. Vorster, “The Meaning of 

PARRASIA in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” Neot 5 (1971): 57.  
20 Miller, Hebrews, 134.   
21 See, for example, B. F. Westcott, The Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 110.  
22 “A man is merciful when he takes to heart the need of another. Jesus Christ has once and for all taken our need to 

heart. . . .But although he did it once and for all [on the cross], He did not do it once only. Risen from the dead, He 

lives and takes it to heart with undiminished severity. This is His passion today” (K. Barth, CD, IV/3, 396).  



“find.” The present subjunctive signifies imperfective aspect while the two aorist subjunctives 

signify perfective aspect specifying results.23 

 

 

7:25 

 

“Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God thorough him, because he 

always lives to intercede for them.” 

 

        Here believers who “come to God” through Christ experience salvation in terms of degree 

and time: “completely and forever.” Though intercessory prayer is the focal meaning, the verb 

connotes “to meet or transact with one person in reference to another.” Milligan summed it up 

well: “every act by which the Son, in dependence on the Father, in the Father’s name, and with 

the perfect concurrence of the Father, take His own with Him into the Father’s presence, in order 

that whatever He Himself enjoys in the communications of His Father’s love may become theirs 

also.”24 

 

10:1 
 

“The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves. For 

this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect 

those who draw near to worship.” 

 

        Here the author once again utilizes the terminology “draw near” as in previous passages, but 

with the added specific phrase “to worship,” stating the purpose of “drawing near.” In 9:1–10:18, 

the focus is on the once for all sacrifice of Christ for our sins as the ground for our “drawing 

near.”    

 

 

10:19-25 

 

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

Jesus, by a new and living way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body, and since we 

have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full 

assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having 

our bodies washed with pure water. Let us hold fast to the hope we profess, for he who promised 

is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not 

forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 

another, and all the more as you see the day approaching.”  

 

The third major discourse unit of the epistle begins with the paragraph in Heb 10:19–25. 

Several indicators confirm this as not only the beginning of a new paragraph, but the beginning 

of a new major section. The parallels with Heb 4:14–16, which functioned to introduce the 

                                                           
23 S. E. Porter, Verbal Aspect in the Greek of the New Testament, with Reference to Tense and Mood, in Studies in 

Biblical Greek 1 (New York: Peter Lang, 1989), 333.  
24 W. Milligan, Ascension and Heavenly Priesthood of our Lord (London: Macmillan, 1892), 152. 



second major discourse section, are unmistakable.25 Two of the three imperatives are also found 

in Heb 10:22–25: “hold fast” and “draw near.” Note that both 4:14 and 10:18 begin in Greek 

with echontes oun, “having therefore.” These are the only two places in the epistle where this 

construction is found. 10:19–21 contains a significant amount of “back-reference” to the basic 

content of 5:1–10:18, further indicating that 10:19 begins a new major section in the epistle. 

 The relationship of this paragraph to the preceding and following co-text is disputed. It 

can hardly be viewed only as transitional in nature following a conclusion as Attridge 

suggested.26 Indeed, Bruce is correct when he said this paragraph “might well have formed the 

conclusion of the homily. . . .”27 The summary nature28 of this paragraph of the preceding section 

4:14–10:18 is difficult to deny. Several commentators link the paragraph with the preceding 

section,29 while others view it as the beginning of the next section.30 It is no doubt linked to the 

previous section, but it seems clear that it functions within the discourse to introduce a third 

major section. Guthrie is correct in his analysis of the unit as functioning in an “overlapping” 

fashion as both conclusion of the preceding section and introduction to a new section.31 

 Hebrews 10:19–39 is comprised of at least three paragraphs (19–25; 26–31; 32–39). 

Some divide the third paragraph into two: 32–34; 35–39. Lünemann observed the balance in 

10:19–39 where the positive exhortation of 10:19–25 is followed by warning in 10:26–31 and 

encouragement in 10:32–34. In v. 35, the first exhortation of 10:19–25 is given in negative form, 

followed by encouragement in 10:36–37 and finally a warning in v. 38.32 

 The paragraph is a tightly knit logical and rhetorical unit that is actually one sentence in 

the Greek text. There is a lengthy introduction covering vv. 19–21 that functions to recall the 

argument of the preceding section in summary fashion. This is followed by three parallel 

hortatory subjunctives functioning as imperatives: “let us draw near,” “let us hold 

unswervingly,” and “let us consider how we may spur one another on.” The NIV obscures the 

force and balance of these three main verbs by translating the two participles in v. 25 as hortatory 

subjunctives as well. Actually, the participles serve to modify the third hortatory subjunctive by 

telling the readers how they are to go about spurring one another one: by not giving up meeting 

together and by encouraging one another.  

 The new paragraph is introduced with the conjunction oun, translated “therefore.”33 It is 

followed by the vocative “Brothers,” which oftentimes, as here, marks paragraph onset. After a 

lengthy doctrinal section, the author shifts here to exhortation/application. The participle 

translated “since we have” is emphatic by being placed first in the clause and denotes the reason 

                                                           
25 See C. Westfall, A Discourse Analysis of the Letter to the Hebrews, 238.  
26 Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews, 283.  
27 Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, 249.  
28 W. L. Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 282.  
29 So A. Vanhoye, Structure and Message of the Epistle to the Hebrews, SubBi 12 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical 

Institute, 1989), 40; L. Dussaut, Synopse Structurelle De L'Epître Aux Hébreux (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1981), 1; 

Attridge, Hebrews, 19; and Lane, Hebrews 9–13, viii. Westfall, Discourse Analysis, 235, viewed the paragraph as “a 

summary of the entire preceding discourse” which she takes to include 8:1–10:25.  
30 So B. F. Westcott, The Epistle to the Hebrews (London: Mcmillan, 1892; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 

317; L. L. Neeley, “A Discourse Analysis of Hebrews.” 10; and D. deSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude: A Socio-

Rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 74.  
31 Guthrie, The Structure of Hebrews: A Text-Linguistic Analysis, 144. 
32 G. Lünemann, The Epistle to the Hebrews, trans. from the 4th German edition, trans. M. Evans, Critical and 

Exegetical Handbook to the New Testament, ed. H. A. W. Meyer (N.Y.: Funk & Wagnalls, 1885), 646–57.  
33 This conjunction at least reaches back to 8:1, but as noted by P. Ellingworth, The Epistle to the Hebrews, NIGTC 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 517, it may reach back as far as 4:14.  

http://www.chapitre.com/CHAPITRE/fr/BOOK/dussaut-l/synopse-structurelle-de-l-epitre-aux-hebreux,942678.aspx


why it is Christians have bold access to God. The present tense underscores the fact that this bold 

access is currently present and ongoing. The “confidence” which we have is “to enter,” literally 

in Greek “unto the entrance,” but accurately expressed by the infinitive “to enter.” The focus is 

more on the means of access rather than the act of entering,34 though both are true. That which 

we have confidence to enter is the “Most Holy Place,” a reference to the sanctuary in heaven as 

contextually established from Heb 8:1–10:18. The means by which we have entrance is “the 

blood of Jesus,” where the author again places the name “Jesus” last in the clause, probably for 

emphasis, as mentioned by Ellingworth.35 A key word in this verse is “confidence” which 

denotes the objective idea of “authorization” granted by God by means of Christ’s blood, but 

also entails the subjective notion of “confidence” or “boldness.”36 Previously in Heb 4:16 the 

author exhorted the readers to “draw near to the throne of grace.” Now they are presented with 

another ground for assurance: Jesus has opened the way for entrance.  

 Following these significant introductory three verses, the author lays down three 

commands37 for the people to obey in vv. 22–24: “draw near,” “hold fast,” and “consider how we 

may spur on another on to love and good deeds.” The first command “let us draw near” has an 

implied indirect object “to God” which is not expressed in the Greek text. The NIV adds these 

two words for clarity. “Draw near” is a significant word in Hebrews and in the LXX where it is 

used of the priests approaching God with a sacrifice for worship.38 The idea is that of “approach” 

and the present tense39 of the verb implies continuous, repeated approaching. There is a clear 

parallel here with Heb 4:16 where the identical verb form is used. There the focus was 

specifically on prayer, and this is included in the meaning of 10:22. However, given the overall 

context, it would appear the author has in mind all aspects of worship individually and 

corporately, with the focus here on corporate worship.40  

 The main verb is followed by four statements: two prepositional phrases which express 

the manner of one’s drawing near, and two participial clauses expressing the reasons why we are 

allowed to draw near to God. Greenlee conveys the sense of the Greek word order: “let us 

approach with (a) true heart in full assurance of faith, sprinkled (with respect to) the hearts from 

(an) evil conscience and washed (with respect to) the body with pure water.”41 The manner by 

which we approach God is with a “sincere” heart, where “sincere” is the translation of a word 

meaning “true, genuine, sincere.”42 We are also to approach “in full assurance of faith,” where 

the notion of “assurance” means “complete confidence, certainty” which is produced by 

“faith.”43 Note that the two grounds for our drawing near in vv. 19–21 were both objective: an 

                                                           
34 Koester, Hebrews, 442. Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 274, posited “[t]he expression has reference to the act of entering, 

and eisodos carries the nuance of ‘the right of entry’ or ‘access.’”  
35 Ellingworth, Hebrews, 518.  
36 See Schlier, “parrēsia,” TDNT, 5:884. Louw-Nida, 307, note the word sometime implies “intimidating 

circumstances.” See also Eph 3:12 for the concept expressed in a similar fashion by Paul.  
37 Hortatory subjunctives in Greek: “Let us draw near,” etc. Hortatory subjunctives are semantically one step 

removed from a direct imperative.  
38 When this verb is used in a sacrificial context in the Old Testament, it carries a somewhat technical sense where 

the priest approaches the altar to offer a sacrifice. See R. Daly, “New Testament Concept of Christian Sacrificial 

Activity,” Biblical Theological Bulletin 8 (1978): 106–07.   
39 This conveys an iterative idea and not so much a progressive idea.  
40 Hence the first person plurals “Let us....”  
41 J. H. Greenlee, An Exegetical Summary of Hebrews (Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1998), 389–93.  
42 See Louw-Nida, 73.2.  
43 The genitive is subjective: it is faith which precedes and produces the confidence. Some take it as a descriptive 

genitive: “fully assured faith.” On plēraphoria, “full assurance,” see BDAG, 827 and Louw-Nida, 31.45.   



entrance by the blood of Jesus and a great priest over the house of God. Now we have in these 

two prepositional phrases the subjective grounds for entrance: a sincere heart and full assurance 

produced by faith. God has done his part so we can be enabled to do ours.  

 Verse 22 is rounded out with two perfect tense participles: “having our hearts sprinkled; 

having our bodies washed.” Both participles should be construed together as dependent on the 

main verb “draw near,” and the nominative case of each indicates they modify the subject of the 

verb, “we.” They function to give the reasons why we can draw near with a sincere heart and full 

confidence, “because we have had . . . .” These are actions which have already been 

accomplished for us at the moment of conversion, where the atonement is applied to our hearts 

resulting in the objective forgiveness of sins, internal cleansing, and the concomitant deliverance 

from a guilty conscience.44 This metaphorical language of sprinkling a heart emphasizes the 

internal nature of salvation in contrast to the external nature of the old covenant. It was precisely 

at this point, according to our author, where the old covenant failed. 

 

 

12:18-29 

 

        “You have not come to a mountain that can be touched and that is burning with fire; . . . But 

you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You have 

come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the firstborn, 

whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of 

righteous men made perfect, to Jesus the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood 

that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel.”  

        See to it that you do not refuse him who speaks. If they did not escape when they refused 

him who warned them on earth, how much less will we, if we turn away from him who warns us 

from heaven? . . . Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be 

thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reference and awe, for our God is a consuming 

fire.” 

Verses 18–24 constitute one paragraph in the Greek text. The unit is marked by the 

double use of the perfect indicative verb proselēluthate45 “you have come” in v. 18 and again in 

v. 22. The contrast between Mount Sinai and Mount Zion is clearly indicated by the use of the 

adversative conjunction alla “but” in v. 22. Each description of the two mountains is elaborated 

with a long string of datives, and both sections conclude with references to “speaking.”46 

The use of gar again signals the author is providing the ground or reason for the 

preceding warning in 14–17. In vv. 18–21 the author is reflecting on several texts in the 

Pentateuch which describe in vivid detail the event of Israel’s terrifying experience in their 

encounter with God on the fiery mountain of Sinai.47 The phrase “that can be touched” is 

probably a reflection on Exod 19:12–13, where anyone who touched the mountain would 

experience death. The idea behind the phrase is that something is tangible in general and thus 

perceptible to the senses. The repeated use of kai, “and,” coupled with the absence of the article 

before each noun in v. 18 emphasizes both the enumeration and the nature of the words 

                                                           
44Note how all of these concepts were delineated as results of the final and complete atonement wrought by Christ in 

the preceding doctrinal section of Heb 8:1–10:18.  
45 The word is used of the priests’ approach to God in a cultic context.  
46 Westfall, Discourse Analysis, 268. See also Guthrie, Structure of Hebrews, 73. 
47 Exod 19:16–22; 20: 18–21; Deut 4:11–12; 5:22–27 LXX 



mentioned. The latter three nouns can be taken as separate and additional items following the 

reference to the mountain “that can be touched and that is burning with fire,” or it can be taken as 

a further description of the preceding phrase.48 

In v. 19, the genitive noun translated “words” conveys the content of the “voice.” “Word” 

is the subject of the infinitive “to be spoken” (in Greek the infinitive is “to be added”). It means 

the people, in their terror, begged that no more words be added to those already spoken. The 

implication is they were not rejecting God’s word; only begging that nothing more be said 

directly to them.49 The gar that introduces v. 20 provides the reason for the fear in the preceding 

clause. The presence of God on the mountain in all his holiness was such that “if even” an 

animal touched the mountain, it would die. In v. 21, the entire experience was so terrifying that 

Moses himself trembled with fear. The statement “Moses said” implies a concession in the sense 

of “even Moses said.”50 This can be connected to the preceding verse by the initial kai with the 

intervening clause functioning parenthetically indicating the reason for Moses’ statement.51 On 

the other hand, it can be construed as expressing the result of the first clause.52 The two 

adjectives can be viewed as stating two concepts53 or the adjective “fearful” may state the cause 

of the trembling,54 as in the NIV. The fear which Moses and the people experienced in the 

presence of God at Sinai was motivated by their awareness of the infinite gap between their 

humanity and God’s divinity. Or, to put it in the words of Luther, “no fear is the worst fear of 

all.” 

The scene shifts from the terror of Sinai to the joy of Mount Zion in v. 22. The use of alla 

“but” coupled with the repetition of the same verb “you have come” contrasts this sub-paragraph 

with the preceding one. The kai is ascensive and is translated “even.” Note the absence of the 

definite article on all the nouns in vv. 22–23. The use of this perfect tense verb “you have come” 

implies the readers were converted and have entered a permanent place of eternal relationship 

with God.55 Others, however, take it to mean they have drawn near but have not yet arrived.56 

The references “Mount Zion,” “city of the living God,” and “heavenly Jerusalem” are all in 

apposition to one another and refer to the same place. What exactly is meant by these references? 

In Judaism, “Zion”57 referred to the hill in Jerusalem where the temple stood. The name covers 

not only the temple hill, but all of Jerusalem as well. It was the place where Israel gathered for 

worship and where one hoped to see God manifested in his glory. Significant for Hebrews, Ps 

110:1–4 speaks of Zion as the place where the Messiah, the one seated at God’s right hand, 

would rule.  

                                                           
48 So Ellingworth, Hebrews, 672.  
49 As noted by Koester, Hebrews, 543.  
50 So Moffatt, Hebrews, 216, and Bruce, Hebrews, 354.  
51 Ellingworth, Hebrews, 675. 
52 So Bruce, Hebrews, 353; Hughes, Hebrews, 543; Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 438; and the NIV.  
53 Bruce, Hebrews, 353; Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 438. 
54 Moffatt, Hebrews, 216, followed by Ellingworth, Hebrews, 676, take the “trembling” to have been added by the 

author for rhetorical effect.  
55 Kistemaker, Hebrews, 392; Dods, “Hebrews,” 472.  
56 So Koester, Hebrews, 544, who appeals to 13:14 and the reader’s hope for the city “that is to come.”  
57 The best historical overview of Zion symbolism in the Old Testament and Second Temple Judaism is Kiwoong 

Son, Zion Symbolism in Hebrews: Hebrews 12:18–24 as a Hermeneutical Key to the Epistle (Milton Keynes, UK: 

Paternoster Press, 2005), 29–74. On “Zion,” see also Fohrer and Lohse, “Zion” TDNT 7.292–338; and B. 

Ollenburger, Zion the City of the Great King: A Theological Symbol of the Jerusalem Cult, in JSOTSS 41, ed. D. 

Clines and P. Davies (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1987), 53–80; 145–62. 



 Leithart pointed out how a number of prophetic passages in the Old Testament speak of a 

restoration of the Davidic kingdom in a religious/political sense under the shorthand of “Zion.” 

“Zion” is the name given to the mount of Yahweh’s dwelling in prophecy.  

 

By employing ‘Zion’ rather than ‘Moriah’, these texts cart along baggage from the  

earlier, more restricted usage of the word: References to Zion in the prophets hearken  

back specifically to David’s reign as the ‘golden age’ that will one day be re-established.   

That is to say, promises of a restored Zion are promises of the order of worship and life 

inaugurated in the new covenant, by a Son of David who has brought His people into  

an undivided sanctuary in a heavenly Zion.58 

 

The use which the author of Hebrews makes of Zion in Hebrews 12 makes perfect sense in such 

a context.  

The “city of God” is a major theme developed under a variety of metaphors.59 By 

extension, the author is using these references in a spiritual sense to refer to a heavenly state and 

to the spiritual place of God’s presence and his people’s home. They have come to “thousands 

upon thousands of angels,” where the genitive “of angels” relates to the preceding muriasin 

“myriads” in Greek as well as the following panëgurei “festival gathering.”60 This word in Greek 

translated “joyful assembly” was used in the Greco-Roman world for civic festivals and athletic 

competitions. The term was also used in the LXX to speak of Israel’s festivals.61 

A question arises as to whether “joyful assembly” should be related to the preceding 

phrase “to thousands upon thousands of angels” or to the following phrase “to the church of the 

firstborn” in v. 23.62 There is little difference in overall meaning whichever way one takes it. The 

NIV’s “church” is the translation of ecclesia “assembly” or “congregation” and refers to all 

believers who are either on earth or who are on earth and in heaven. The assembly is made up of 

the “firstborn” referring to the readers as well as all believers, living or dead. This reference 

harks back to Heb 2:12 where the author quoted Ps 21:23 LXX: “I will declare your name to my 

brothers, in the midst of the assembly (ekklēsia) I will sing praises to you.” The readers have also 

come to “God, the judge of all men.”63 They have also come to the “spirits of just ones made 

perfect.”  The use of this surprising phrase probably indicates that “spirits” indicates the spirit 

apart from the body awaiting the final resurrection. That they have been “made perfect” means 

they have died and reached the state of having been perfected by Christ’s atonement. Note the 

use of the perfect tense implies permanence.64 The reference is to both Old Testament and New 

                                                           
58 Leithert, “Where was Ancient Zion?” 175.  
59See discussion in Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 466.  
60So Moffatt, Hebrews, 216; Bruce, Hebrews, 353; Hughes, Hebrews, 547; and Ellingworth, Hebrews, 678.  
61See Koester, Hebrews, 544–45.  
62Westcott, Hebrews, 413–14; Moffatt, Hebrews, 216; Bruce, Hebrews, 310; Hughes, Hebrews, 552–53, and the 

NIV take it in the former sense; most translations take it in the latter sense. Lane says the first is preferable on the 

basis of the syntax of v. 22a (Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 441).  See Hughes, Hebrews, 552–55 for a thorough discussion 

of the issue.  
63“God” is in apposition to “judge” according to Moffatt, Hebrews, 217–18; Hughes, Hebrews, 549; Bruce, 

Hebrews, 359, and Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 438, 442; “judge” is in apposition to “God” according to Alford, 

“Hebrews,” 255, the NIV and most translations. If the former is intended, there is a rhetorical reference to “Judge 

God.” If the genitive “of all” is related to the first option, the meaning would be “God who judges all;” if the second 

option is taken, then “all” tells who is ruled by God: “the judge who is God over all” The former is to be preferred. 
64 So Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 471, who notes the use of the participle rather than the adjective “perfect” “decisively 

favors the soteriological interpretation of the expression.” 



Testament saints.65 These saints have had their names “written” in heaven, where the sense of 

“written” is “enrolled” or “registered.”66 The use of the perfect tense means their names have 

been “inscribed permanently.”  

If the perfect tense verb “you have come” in v. 22 indeed means they have come now to 

this place of permanent relationship with God in Zion, coupled with the perfect tense verb in v. 

23 attesting to the fact that their names have been permanently enrolled in heaven, then apostasy 

is highly unlikely if not impossible for the readers. If this is the case, the warning passages in 

Hebrews most likely mean something other than apostasy.67  

 The climax of 12:18–24 is given in v. 24.68 The phrase “sprinkled blood” refers to Jesus’ 

atoning blood which established the new covenant and which is the means of salvation. The 

genitive noun “sprinkling” indicates what was done with the blood. (Heb 10:22 speaks of 

“having our hearts sprinkled clean. . . .”). It also tells what the blood accomplished: purification.  

The writer’s point is the blood of Jesus’ once-for-all sacrifice “has continuing significance for 

the worship of God’s people in the heavenly Jerusalem.”69 

With respect to the author’s use of Zion symbolism in Heb 12:18–24, Son’s excellent 

treatment of this topic led him to the following conclusions: (1) The contrast between Sinai and 

Zion is a contrast between the symbolic significance of the Sinai theophany where God’s anger 

is expressed against the unfaithful wilderness generation and Zion which symbolizes the restored 

state of the eschatological community through Jesus;70 (2) The background of Heb 12:18–24 is 

not Platonic dualism but rather Jewish apocalyptic which contains both spatial and temporal 

elements;71 (3) The antithetical structure of Heb 12:18–24 is the basis of the author’s rhetorical 

strategy throughout the book;72 (4) The close lexical relationship between the verbs 

proserchomai in 12:18, 22 and eiserchomai in 3:11, 18, 19: 4:1, 3, 5, 6, 10, and 11 indicate that 

coming to the heavenly Zion in 12:22 is equivalent to entering God’s Sabbath rest in Heb 4:9;73 

(5) Sinai and Zion are theological symbols employed by the author of Hebrews which embrace 

all of the theological subjects discussed in the epistle especially in relation to Jesus and his 

fulfillment of the Old Testament cultus;74 (6) Sinai and Zion function for the author within a 

framework of temporal and spatial dualism where Zion transcends both time and space. Thus, 

Zion was the center of God’s redemptive activity in the past, it is the center of God’s present 

redemptive activity and the reign of Christ in heaven, and it is the center of eschatological 

judgment and restoration in the future as well.75  

On the basis of all that has been said in 12:1–27, and since we have received an 

unshakable kingdom, we are now commanded to “have grace/thankfulness” and to worship God 

(12:28). The use of this term “worship” in the context of the book indicates the author is 

expressing the notion of serving God as priests in a spiritual sense. This is confirmed by the 

author’s statement in 13:15 where we are commanded to offer to God “a sacrifice of praise.” The 
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66 See Louw-Nida, 33.42.  
67 See Allen, Hebrews, 339–93. 
68 So noted by Ellingworth, Hebrews, 681, among others. 
69 Ellingworth, Hebrews, 682–83.  
70 K. Son, Zion Symbolism in Hebrews, 74.  
71 Ibid., 74, 93, 184. 
72 Ibid., 87, 103. 
73 Ibid., 91–93, 140–45. 
74 Ibid., 200.  
75 Ibid., 201–02.  



means by which we are to serve God as priests is by our attitude of “thanksgiving.” The word in 

Greek is the normal word for “grace,” but here is probably best translated “thanksgiving.” The 

manner in which we are to serve God is expressed by the adverb translated “acceptably” and 

found only here in the New Testament, but its cognates are used in Heb 11:5, 6; 13:16, 21. In the 

Greek text, the dative translated “to God” can be connected with “let us serve,” with 

“acceptably,” or both in the sense “let us worship God in a manner acceptable to him.”76 We are 

to worship God with “reverence and awe,” which is possibly a hendiadys meaning “reverent 

awe.”77 Appropriate godly fear guarantees our focus will remain on God’s grace as the only way 

possible that we can ever be saved from our sin and serve the Lord. 

 Verse 29 is subordinated to 28 by the use of gar, “for.” The conjunction kai here is 

emphatic in its use with gar.78 The combined expression “indicates that it is God’s essential 

character that provides the reason for the fear and awe that are appropriate to his worship.”79 The 

author alludes to Deut 4:24 LXX where Moses told the Exodus generation that God is “a 

consuming fire, a jealous God.” The reference here to God as a “consuming fire” is often taken 

to refer to his judgment. Given the apocalyptic imagery of Heb 12:26–27, the reference probably 

includes the notion of judgment. However, such an application does not necessarily mandate the 

meaning of eternal judgment, and especially so in the light of the context of Deut 4:24.80  

From this context the expression “our God is a consuming fire” falls amidst a context of 

disobedience via idolatry, the disobedience of Moses, and the fact that those scattered to foreign 

lands because of idolatry will be forgiven by God if they repent and return to him, for “God is a 

merciful God.”    

 Hebrews 12:18–29 synthesizes the significant themes and motifs of the entire epistle and 

can rightly be construed as “the pastoral and theological climax of the sermon.”81 Westfall’s 

analysis of the concluding summary of this section is right on target. The description of Mount 

Zion forms multiple ties with all three major sections of the epistle. The important use of the 

verb proserchomai in this section connects with the beginning of the latter two major semantic 

                                                           
76 Bruce, Hebrews, 362, Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 438, and the NIV connect the dative with “let us serve.” Ellingworth, 

Hebrews, 690–91, connects it with the adverb “acceptably.” Kistemaker, Hebrews, 400, 401 connect it with both.  
77 So taken by Ellingworth, Hebrews, 691.  
78 Ellingworth, Hebrews, 692. Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 438, 444, takes the position that it is not emphatic. 
79 Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 487.  
80 In Deut 4:10–20 Moses reminds Israel of the terrifying experience when they stood before God at Sinai, which the 

author has already discussed in 12:18–21. In vv. 15–20 Moses forbids idolatry among the people. This is followed in 

Deut 4:21–24 where Moses recounts God’s anger at him for his disobedience and the fact that he himself would not 

be allowed to enter the Promised Land as a result of God’s discipline. This is followed by an admonition for the people 

of Israel not to forget God’s covenant and not to make any idol. Then follows v. 24; “For the Lord your God is a 

consuming fire, a jealous God.” In the final paragraph, Deut 4:25–31, Moses warns the people concerning the 

consequences of idolatry after they have been in the land a long time, and tells them they will “perish from the land” 

and they will “not live long there but will certainly be destroyed” (Deut 4:26). They will be scattered and only a few 

will survive among the nations “to which the Lord will drive you out” (Deut 4:27). Moses informs the people that in 

those foreign lands “they will worship man-made gods.” Moses then makes provision for these idolaters living in exile 

to repent, seek the Lord and return to him, upon which conditions the Lord will be found by them “for the Lord your 

God is a merciful God: he will not abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with your forefathers” (Deut 4:31). 

 It is also not without significance that Deut 4 is part of Moses’ speech to the people as they were on the verge 

of entering the Promised Land. This connects with Heb 3:7–4:11 where the author reflects on the disobedience of the 

exodus generation and the fact that they were denied entrance into the Promised Land. Moses himself was unable to 

enter because of his own disobedience. Presumption must be avoided by the readers. In Deut 9:3–7, Moses reminds 

the people that God will cross over ahead of them “as a consuming fire.” See Gray, Godly Fear, 213. 
81 Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 448.  



sections of the epistle, 4:16 and 10:22, as well as with other important summaries or 

introductions such as 7:25 and 10:1.  

The reference to “spirits of the righteous ones made perfect” in 12:23 is an explicit 

reference to the fulfillment of the promises referred to in 11:39–40. Now the people of Hebrews 

11 are “perfected,” a major theme in the epistle, and are in the city of Zion. The readers also have 

come to this city in a spiritual sense. Jesus is described in terms that evoke the second major 

division of the epistle with references to his role as mediator of the new covenant and to his 

sprinkled blood.  

References to God “speaking” form ties with 1:1–4:13. Hebrews 12:25 parallels 2:1–4 

and restates the major theme of the first major division of the epistle. The two hortatory 

subjunctives of 12:28 link to the concept of access to God in the second major section with the 

hortatory subjunctives in 4:16 and 10:22.  

The priestly metaphor is “reactivated” by the author with the verb latreuō in v. 25 which 

forms links with the cultic terms used for the priesthood in 7:5 and 10:18. This verb occurs six 

times in Hebrews (8:4–5; 9:8–9; 9:14; 10:2; 12:28; 13:10) all referring to priestly function. The 

command to approach God and serve in a priestly fashion constrains the commands in Heb 13 

that conclude with another double hortatory subjunctive: go to Jesus outside the camp (13:12) 

and offer sacrifices (13:15).  

The central themes of the discourse, approaching God as priests, pursuing spiritual 

maturity, holding fast the confession and responding to the voice of God, are all evoked in this 

unit, but the latter three support the theme of approaching God as priests.82 Westfall’s outline of 

Hebrews 12 is threefold: (1) Let’s run the race with endurance (12:1–29); (2) the context of the 

race is heavenly Jerusalem (12:18–27); and (3) therefore, let’s serve God as priests through grace 

in heavenly Jerusalem (12:28–29).83 

 As this section serves as the closure for both the theological and hortatory part of the 

letter, it is important to notice its back reference to themes which are dominant in Heb 1:1–4:13. 

God spoke through the Old Testament revelation. When the author used that revelation in 

quotation, God was still speaking through it to his readers. Now, in 12:25, the one who is 

speaking to the readers is God, but with a significant twist. The author apparently intends his 

readers to understand that God is speaking to them through the medium of the author’s own 

written words as well.84 In 13:22, the author will call his epistle a “word of exhortation,” the 

same nomenclature Luke uses to identify Paul’s synagogue sermon in Pisidian Antioch in Acts 

13:15–41. If, as Smillie suggested, the author understands his work in the same way “then his 

concept of the Word of God probably includes his own Christian interpretation of the Old 

Testament texts, ordinances and personages.”85 In Heb 9:8–9, the author prefaces his explanation 

of the Old Testament cultic ceremonies with the words “the Holy Spirit is indicating this.” Such 

a statement suggests that he believes his interpretation of the Old Testament is, in a sense, the 

Word of God.86 Of course, that is exactly what Hebrews is, and this has been further confirmed 

by its canonical recognition by the church. Note also the author says he has “written” this word 

of exhortation to his readers. Both the Old Testament words of God and the New Testament 
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83 Ibid., 282. 
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speech of God in Hebrews are mediated in written form. By paying attention to the written words 

of Scripture that we “today” can “hear God’s voice” (3:7, 15; 4:7).87 This does not mean that we 

have an open-ended concept of revelation today that is in some sense “additional” to Scripture. 

The fact that Hebrews hermeneutically “aligns” with the Old Testament makes it clear that the 

author’s interpretation was not severed from the original locus of revelation. Thus, his 

hermeneutical approach was not arbitrary or subjective, as is often the case with those who 

champion the notion that God speaks a direct word of revelation today which is in addition to the 

Scriptures. 

 Finally, since Hebrews is a written sermon, it is clear, given its central Old Testament 

text of Ps 110:1, 4 and its use of the Old Testament throughout, that it is a “text-driven” sermon. 

The author has engaged in “exposition” and “exhortation” artfully woven together in sermonic 

form to meet the pastoral needs of his congregation. Smillie insightfully pointed out how all of 

this has repercussions for homiletics today. It suggests a model for the relationship between the 

Word of God in Scripture and the exposition and proclamation of that Word by preachers. “It 

demonstrates what interpretation of the Bible can be: not only human intellectual opinion about 

what a text means, but also a vehicle through which the living God, “the one who is speaking,” 

personally addresses those who hear it.”88  

 Thus, the preaching of the word of God and the listening to the word of God preached are 

both acts of worship.  

 

13:15--16 

 

“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of our 

lips that confess his name. And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such 

sacrifices God is pleased.”  

 

        Verse 15 begins with oun, “therefore,” and serves to draw to a conclusion the argument 

begun in v. 9. The phrase “through Jesus” is fronted in clause for emphasis, with the NIV 

substituting “Jesus” for “him” in the Greek text. Christians are to offer continually (present 

subjunctive) to God a “sacrifice of praise” where the “sacrifice” consists in “praise.”89 The 

background of this exhortation is the fellowship offering of Lev 7:11–21. A similar passage is Ps 

50:14, 23 (Ps 49:14, 23 LXX) where God says he has no need of bulls or goats but commands 

the people to offer “a sacrifice of praise.” This sacrifice is further defined as the “fruit of lips,” an 

allusion to Hosea 14:3 LXX.90 The readers still have sacrifices to offer, even if the sacrifices are 

not for sin. The sacrifice of thanksgiving was once accompanied by an animal sacrifice in the 

temple according to Lev 7:12. Now Christians offer only the sacrifice of praise.91  

                                                           
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
89 An explanatory (epexegetical) genitive.  
90 See Hughes, Hebrews, 584; Bruce, Hebrews, 383, for discussion on the LXX and Hebrew text of Hosea 14:3. The 

Hebrew words in the text may be divided and vocalized as either ‘bullocks of our lips” or “fruit of our lips.” The 

expression “fruit of the lips” occurs at Qumran as well. 
91 Strack-Billerbeck I, 246, identify rabbinical teaching that all the Mosaic sacrifices would have an end except the 

thank offering, and that all prayers would cease except the prayer of thanksgiving (cited by Hughes, Hebrews, 583). 

Nairne, Hebrews, 131, speaking of the sacrifices here as flowing from the one final sacrifice of Christ: “Here the 

idea is rather that even in the ritual of Christian worship there is a more than adequate substitute for the many 

sacrifices of Judaism.” 



The participle homologountōn attributively modifies “lips” and can be translated “confess”,92 but 

contextually it conveys the nuance of “praising.”93 As Lane rightly remarked, the nuance in this 

Greek term homologein must be determined by its usage in a clause that explains the previous 

clause “sacrifice of praise,” and by its following object in the dative case in Greek: “praising his 

name.”94 Given these contextual factors, “praising” is a superior translation than “confessing.” 

        Verse 16 is connected to v. 15 by de, translated “and,” and serves as an expansion of 

contrast of the exhortation to offer a sacrifice of praise. “Do not forget” renders a Greek verb in 

this context which conveys the notion of neglect.95 The unusual Greek noun eupoiias is 

translated verbally in the NIV as “to do good.”96 The noun koinōnia is rendered “to share” and is 

used here of giving in the financial sense.97 The application the author makes is his readers are to 

assist financially those who are in need. The phrase “with such sacrifices” can be taken in the 

sense of “by means of such sacrifices,” or as expressing reason in the sense of “because of such 

sacrifices.”98  

        Everything commanded in 13:1–8 can be summarized as “doing good and sharing” in v. 16. 

Lane views vv. 15 and 16 as the climax of 13:1-21.99 Furthermore, 13:1–8 elaborate on what it 

means to serve as priests who are pleasing to God, thus connecting with 12:28.100 The believer’s 

priesthood is based on their sharing in the heavenly calling with Christ (3:1). In Heb 4:14 

Christians are exhorted to approach the throne of grace in priestly access to God. Hebrews 7–10 

explain how Christ’s sacrifice consecrates believers to enter the Holy of Holies as priests, 

culminating in 10:22. Priestly language permeates this section, even the hortatory paragraphs 

addressing the readers. The author’s conclusion in 12:28 and 13:15–16 is also expressed in 

unmistakable priestly language. Jesus is our high priest and believers have been brought into 

such a relationship with Christ that they too are priests with the concomitant responsibilities and 

privileges that adhere to the priestly calling.101 

        Thus, the conclusion of the argument can be said in one sense to occur at Heb 12:28–29, but 

in another sense, it occurs at 13:16. In the discourse unit of 12:28–13:16 the three discourse 

themes of the epistle are repeated but only the theme of access to God is explicitly repeated with 

the formulaic hortatory subjunctive. Westfall concluded: “The priesthood is a vehicle that gives 

them access to God, positions them to hear his voice and maintain the confession,102 and gives 

them a vision for spiritual and doctrinal growth and pastoral service.”103 

 

Conclusion.  

 

        We draw near to God by means of obedience to the Word of God which speaks continually 

(notice the use of present tense verbs of speech as quotation formulae in Hebrews). Hearing the 

                                                           
92 So Michel, “homologeō,” TDNT 5:209–10.  
93 Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 524, and Ellingworth, Hebrews, 721. Cf. also GAGNT, 689.  
94 Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 524.  
95 See Louw-Nida, 29.17.  
96 BDAG, 110, translates “the doing of good.” See Louw-Nida, 88.7. The word is a general term for all variety of 

acts of kindness. 
97 BDAG, 552; Louw-Nida, 57.98.  
98 See Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 522, and Ellingworth, Hebrews, 722.  
99 Lane, Hebrews 9–13, 503.  
100 Westfall, Discourse Analysis, 287, rightly makes the connection with 12:28. 
101 Ibid., 289.  
102 Notice we “enter” in 10:19-25 and “go out” in 13:13, “bearing the disgrace he bore.” 
103 Westfall, Discourse Analysis, 291.  



Word and obeying the word constitute the essence of drawing near in true worship followed by a 

life of good works.  

        Sounds like worship to me. 


