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Introduction:

The Children of Israel had an ongoing problem after they left Egypt  But, it would be unfair to imply that this was peculiar or unique to them.  In fact it is a common and universal problem with men. Before I tell you what it was, let’s consider their circumstances for a moment. 

God had brought them out of slavery with a mighty display of power.  It is doubtful that any group of people has ever witnesses God’s power in a more dramatic way. Time does not permit us to rehearse the events, but we can say this with certainty:  “They were fully aware of the presence and power of God!”  

In the wilderness God sustained them with food and water and even more importantly, He gave them His law so that they could live in peace and harmony.  He even set up a priesthood for them.  The priest would be able to speak to God on their behalf.  He would offer the sacrifices to God for their sins.  The same law that established righteousness also established the sacrifices and priests who would atone  for the sins of the people.   

This is a very important point to know: God did not give the law so that men would be justified by keeping it.  The law reflects the righteous nature of God so perfectly that men can never keep it.  Law keepers miss the entire point of the law. Paul fought tirelessly for this crucial understanding.  He was most direct when he wrote to the Galatians.   

Galatians 3:11  11 Now that no one is justified by the Law before God is evident; for, "THE RIGHTEOUS MAN SHALL LIVE BY FAITH."
Galatians 3:22-24  22 But the Scripture has shut up everyone under sin, so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.  23 But before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which was later to be revealed.  24 Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith.
After giving the Hebrews the law, thus condemning them, He graciously provided a priesthood to make the acceptable offerings for their sin.  The Hebrews would not be allowed to justify themselves before God.  You, my friend, will never do it either.  That would be to your credit and your glory.  Therefore, God disallows all human effort toward justification.  The law is given to show men their sins and the priesthood given to atone for those same sins. 

All of this was done to foreshadow the coming of God’s Son.  He, has become “Our Great High Priest.”  

Now I mentioned earlier that the Hebrews had an ongoing problem that is common to all men.  Here it is:  We simply do not believe what God says.  We do not take Him seriously.  Modern man is not exempt from this. Millions believe “in God,” but few indeed “believe God.”  Just consider this:  Men say they believe in God, but cannot accept that Jesus is the only way to Him. Thus they fall into this same trap.  Although God has made it clear that we cannot justify ourselves, countless men simply do not believe Him. 
John 14:6   6 Jesus said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.

Acts 4:12  12 "And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved."
So we can say that man’s problem is that He does not “believe God.”  This is how men and women end up in the tragedies that characterize so many lives.  They do not take Him seriously.   We have previously observed that if you do not “trust God” then you end up with a hardened heart.  If you do not “believe God” then you end up excluded from His perfect rest.  

This New Testament passage follows the pattern we have just observed in the Old Testament.  “God Speaks, then God Acts.”   When it comes to our Salvation this pattern is never changed to; “God Speaks then man acts.”  In the wilderness, God condemned Israel with His law and then immediately acted to save them by His grace.  The same pattern is here in Hebrews 4:12-16.  There are three crucial characteristics of “Our High Priest” mentioned in this text.  We have a Great High Priest…. 

· Who is the Word of God  [4:12-13]  He Speaks
· Who has passed through the heavens  [4:14] He Acts
· Who has true sympathy for us [4:15] He bestows mercy
He is the Word of God  [4:12-13]
NAU Hebrews 4:12 For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.
Our instinctive reaction is to think of the Bible when we read these verses.  I am not challenging this in the slightest.  What I do want to point out is that there is more to this statement then the book that lies open on your lap right now.  It is the book and much more.  Let’s see how.  
The Word is Living and Active: The Greek order of words in this verse is telling.  It goes like this;  LIVING is the Word of God and Effective, Active and Powerful.  What is the first thing you think of when I read it like that?  Of course, “LIVING” and then immediately after that “POWERFUL”  
Were the Hebrews in the wilderness aware that the Words spoken were living?  Listen!
Exodus 19:16-19  16 So it came about on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunder and lightning flashes and a thick cloud upon the mountain and a very loud trumpet sound, so that all the people who were in the camp trembled.  17 And Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain. 18 Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke because the LORD descended upon it in fire; and its smoke ascended like the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mountain quaked violently.  19 When the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke and God answered him with thunder.
The Word of God is always alive because it comes from the Living God. This is what we mean when we say the Word is “inspired.”  We mean that it is breathed out of God Himself.  It is not comparable to the words of men.  God spoke the universe into existence and could have spoken it out from the cross. There is an indivisible bond between God and His Word.   
Able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart:  In the wilderness God’s Word revealed the hearts of men.  The ten commandments are a concise commentary on the deceived and destitute state of the hearts of men.  
Like wise, this “Living Word” judges us today.  The judge in these verses does the work of a critic.  He examines the details and gives a perfect evaluation of the state of our mind and heart.  While the commandments focused on what men do, this “Living Word” examines our hearts. Notice how Jesus did this. 
Matthew 5:21-22  21 "You have heard that the ancients were told, 'YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT MURDER ' and 'Whoever commits murder shall be liable to the court.'  22 "But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his brother, 'You good-for-nothing,' shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever says, 'You fool,' shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell.

Now consider this:  God knows all your thoughts.  Most of us can accept this intellectually, but intellectual assent is never enough for God.  But there is still more that this Word of God does.  It discerns the motives of our heart.  Our hearts are deceived and deceptive.  Because of this we seldom know our own hearts.  
Jeremiah 17:9-10  9 "The heart is more deceitful than all else And is desperately sick; Who can understand it?  10 "I, the LORD, search the heart, I test the mind, Even to give to each man according to his ways, According to the results of his deeds.

We must learn to pray like David: 

Psalm 139:23-24 23 Search me, O God, and know my heart; Try me and know my anxious thoughts;  24 And see if there be any hurtful way in me, And lead me in the everlasting way.  
Now it is time to realize that we are not merely speaking of the written Word, The Bible. The Scripture reveals that it is also and predominantly, Jesus Christ.  John identified Him as The Word in his gospel. 
John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
John 1:14  14 And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.
This verse turns the light on Him again.  Hebrews is written to show the superiority of Christ Jesus to all things.  It is not surprising that we now see how superior He is to the law given in the wilderness.  The Word of the Law brought death and condemnation but this Living Word sees your thoughts and knows exactly what your motives are.  
NAU Hebrews 4:13 And there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do.

We cannot hide from Him.  We might as well tell Him what we are thinking because He knows anyway.  All the fancy words and body language that we use to hide the motives and intentions of our heart are totally ineffective.  Here is the climax of this entire portion of Scripture.  We are naked before God in our thoughts and motives and He is the one to whom we must give an account. 
We saw from the Old Testament that God gave the Word of His Law to condemn men.  He then acted to give them a priest and a sacrifice to that they might be saved.  In the same way; Jesus The Living Word critiques the thoughts and intentions of your heart and will hold you accountable for them. This is the VERY BAD NEWS!  All men must give an account to Christ for their lives and there is not a single one of us who is able to pass.  
Hebrews 4:14   14 Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.
He  has passed through the heavens  [4:14]
The “bad news” for the children of Israel was that they could never keep the law.  The good news was that God would accept an innocent creature as payment for their sin and would also provide a priest to offer it for them.  All they had to do was come.  
We have a great high priest.  Remember the bad news that you are accountable to Jesus Christ for your life and there is no part of it that He does not already scrutinize fully?  Now here is the good news.  THE GOOD NEWS!  This is the Gospel.  You have a Great High Priest.  The one to whom you must give an account also laid down His life for you.  The Old Testament priest passed through the outer court, the holy place and into the most holy place carrying the blood of bulls and goats.  Your High Priest passed through the heavens and into the very presence of the Father. 
In Israel only one man could carry that atoning sacrifice into the presence of God. He himself was a sinner and needed to go through elaborate rituals to prepare himself to offer the blood on the mercy seat.  Jesus was already holy.  He was also the unblemished sacrifice.  He was the offering and the offerer.  He was the priest and the lamb.  And He did not pass through the temple but through the heavens. 
Hebrews 9:11  11 But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things to come, He entered through the greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of this creation;
Our Great High Priest knows us intimately.  Men will have to give an eternal account for their entire life to Him.  We should know by now that we will not be able to stand in our own righteousness in that day.  But, Jesus offered Himself on the Cross and then passed through the heavens and into the presence of the Father.  In so doing He purchased you.  He redeemed you from your own sin.  He paid because you and I could not.  This is the heart of the gospel.  It is not religious excellence.  It is the excellence of Jesus Christ.  God was like this to Israel. How much more will His own Son multiply mercy and generosity to you. 
He has true sympathy for us [4:15]
Hebrews 4:15  15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. 
How do we know this?  How can one so holy and glorious possibly sympathize with us. This is the most remarkable part of the entire story so far.  The spotless Son of God, chose to endure what you endure.  He did not hold Himself aloof from your suffering.  He was born in poverty.  The King of His country tried to kill Him the second He was born. He was accused of being an illegitimate child. The people of His home town tried to kill Him.  He was homeless toward the end of His life.  He was rejected by the leaders of the religion He had followed all His life.  His teaching drove away more people than it attracted. In the hour of His greatest trial all those who followed Him forsook Him. He was spit upon and mocked by the very people He came to save. Even His own Father turned His back on Him at the moment of His death.
On top of all this Jesus was tempted repeatedly to sin.  Satan made Him the object of His personal attacks and temptation.  Such temptations were made worse, not better, by the fact that Jesus did not sin.  The tempter brings his full force to bear on the one who does not succumb like we do.  Jesus was tempted in all things as are we…yet without sin. 
You need to know these things.  You need to ponder them.  You do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with y   our weaknesses.  It is just the opposite.  Every torment of your soul is intimately known to Our Great High Priest.  Christ is not looking for someone good enough to save.  He is looking for you.   He said so Himself:

Luke 5:32 I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance."

What is the Conclusion of the Matter? 
We may draw near with confidence  [4:16]
Hebrews 4:16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

We may come to Christ because He has already come to us.  In these last days God has spoken in His Son Jesus Christ.  All authority to judge has been committed to the Christ,  but His response was to provide the sacrifice for your sins.  The one who has every right to condemn you instead died for you, but not before He suffered the same trials and frailties of every man woman and child that ever lived. Christ loved you and He sympathizes with you.   

Such love is alien to our world.  Men do not die for one another, but Jesus did die for you.  
Romans 5:7-9  one will hardly die for a righteous man; though perhaps for the good man someone would dare even to die.  8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.  9 Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God through Him.
His throne is a throne of Grace.  Grace beckons us to enter into His presence.  There we receive mercy and help in time of need.   

What objection can remain in your minds?  What would prevent your hasty approach? Do you fear His scrutiny?  The hearts of all men lie open before His eyes.   In the wilderness God thundered the Word of His Law from the mountain, but also provided the sacrifice for the people.  How much greater is our High Priest.  .  He is the awesome “Living Word” to whom we will give an account, yet He suffered and died in your place.  
2 Corinthians 5:21   21 He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.
Come now my friend, to the throne of grace. If you have never trusted Christ you will find forgiveness and mercy. Christ bore your penalty Himself. Can you not come to such a Savior.  Christian, are you are bruised and battered by this world?  Draw near to the throne of Grace.  Mercy flows to all poor and broken sinners.  :  
1 Timothy 1:15-17  15 It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all.  16 Yet for this reason I found mercy, so that in me as the foremost, Jesus Christ might demonstrate His perfect patience as an example for those who would believe in Him for eternal life.  17 Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.
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