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This week I googled [that’s an internet search- for those who don’t know]…I googled the 
phrase: “people leaving the church.” The list of hits looked like this:  
Dear Church, Here’s Why People are Really Leaving you, 10 Reasons Why People Leave Church,  
9 Reasons People Leave The Church when the Church Isn’t to Blame, 8 Reasons Christians are 
Leaving Denominational Churches, 7 Disappointing Reasons People Leave The Church, 6 Reasons 
People Leave Your Church, 6 Reasons Young People Leave the Church, The Top 5 Reasons People 
Leave Church, 3 Reasons people leave your church, 
1 Big Reason Spiritual People are Leaving Church, Why Some Americans Left Religions Behind,  
Why Women are Leaving the Church, Why Millennials are leaving the church 
The shocking NEW reason Young People are leaving church [science- Gallileo] 
Exit Stage Left: Why the Spiritually Mature are Leaving the Church 
 

There’s a slew of articles, blogs, books, video discussions, radio programs discussing 
why folks are leaving the Church, or Christianity, or Faith. Honestly, I don’t blame 
them for leaving. 
  
It’s hard to be a follower of Jesus in American Culture. It’s hard to be dismissed, to not 
be taken seriously, to be viewed with suspicion that one disdains the modern view of 
life, an enemy of progress, to be seen as superstitiously attached to physical 
impossibilities: miracles, angels, resurrection and clinging to outmoded ideals like 
faithfulness, honesty, sexual morality, the equality of all persons. It’s hard.  
 
Of course, OUR “struggles” within our own culture are just plain pathetic compared to 
what the recipients of the letter we’re studying were facing.  
 
Heb 12:3 tells the congregation to “consider the hostility Jesus endured…” and then in the next 
verse says: 4  You have not yet resisted  to the point of shedding blood…;  It sounds as if the group 
to which this letter’s written hasn’t yet faced the threat of death. At the same time, 
evidently, things have not been easy for them. The author reminds them of the not too 
distant past: 10:33 Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood 

side by side with those who were so treated.  34 You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the 

confiscation of your property, 
And there’s this in ch13: “Remember your leaders who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the 

outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith [13:7] Some commentators interpret this past-
tense memorial to “your leaders” to mean the leaders were no longer with them- 

possible victims of an earlier wave of persecution.  
 
So if we put this together we have a situation in which some local Christian leaders 
have been martyred in the recent past, but the current audience for the letter hasn’t yet 
suffered to the point of death, though they’ve been insulted and persecuted to lesser 
degrees and are expecting more. 
Now keep that in mind while we pick up another piece of info:  
While a lot of uncertainty surrounds Hebrews [who it’s from, who it’s to] we’ve got a couple 
clues as to WHEN it might have been written in that Clement of Rome quotes a 
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significant part of Hebrews in a letter dated 95ce. To be quoted in 95 means 
Hebrews was written before 95ce.  
 
Another clue to date is that: one of the author’s big points is that the Old 
Covenant[tabernacle/sacrifices] is obsolete and superseded by the New Covenant 
[Christ’s death “once for all”]. And you know what would really have capped off that 
argument nicely: referencing the destruction of the Jerusalem temple [70ad/ce]. But the 
author doesn’t use this plum of an example. In fact, he talks about the continuous, on-
going nature of religious sacrifice, so it’s likely Hebrews was written before 70.  
Being the math whizz that I am I know that before 70 comes: 69, 68, 67, 66, 65, 64.  

 
Do you know what happened in 64? Nero was emperor. And a terrible fire broke out 
in Rome, burning for the most part of a week, and destroying large portions of the city. 
When the rumor started to surface that Nero himself had the fire started, he grabbed 
for the nearest “scapegoat” and blamed the fire on this new superstitious sect who 
followed Christus- Christ. Roman Historian Tacitus:  

"Therefore, to stop the rumor, he [Nero] falsely charged with guilt, and punished with the 

most fearful tortures, the persons commonly called Christians, who were [generally] hated 
for their enormities. Christus, the founder of that name, was put to death as a criminal by 

Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea, in the reign of Tiberius, but the pernicious 
superstition - repressed for a time, broke out yet again, not only through Judea, - where 
the mischief originated, but through the city of Rome also… 

So, after the fire, the first wave of persecution of Christians was extremely violent. 
Nero had them crucified and burned and burned while being crucified, thrown to dogs 
and slaughtered in the Circus. 
 
Nero’s intensity convinced Romans this wasn’t about the “good of the state” but one 
man’s cruelty. While there was a small rise in compassion for the Christians, they were 
still, as one writer says: “branded by official Roman jurisprudence as an attack on 
the Roman way of life.” Tacitus: reports them marked for “hatred of the human 
race.” So toward the end of the 60s Christians in Rome were fair game. They could be 
brought to court because they “disdained the Roman way of life” – that is: they didn’t 

worship the emperor or other Roman gods. 
 
All of this fits pretty nicely with the content of Hebrews. So, though we hold to it lightly 

we will –for the purposes of discussion-  imagine that Hebrews is written to a congregation of 
Jewish Christians in Rome in the late 60s of the first century. The first bloom of 
persecution violence has faded, but the suspicion against and disdain for “Christians” 
is high because they “hate our Roman way of life.” 
 
Now, on the other hand –while it was looked down upon- it was legal to practice Judaism 
in Rome. And the Jewish Christians have seen what happens in Rome when you cling 
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to your faith in Christ above all else: torture and death. They are afraid for their families 
and for themselves.  
 
And it would be easy to step back to God’s word as spoken by the prophets, to return 
to the familiar feasts and celebrations and high holy days- the Day of Atonement. It’s 
the same God -by all that’s holy- the same God who spoke to us through Moses and 
David, and the prophets, the same God who made the world and holds it all together; 
the same God who appointed Aaron high priest and established the tabernacle and 
instated sacrifices that purify us every year from our sin.  
 
All we have to do to save our lives is step quietly back into the faith of our Ancestors. 
All we have to do is to back quietly away from  “assembling together” – from the 
church. All we have to do to save our lives is to lose Jesus. The author of Hebrews 
writes this passionate sermon to shore up his people’s faith in the face of pressure, 
suffering and the very real temptation to give up Jesus and retire to a risk-free religion. 
Throughout the letter he passionately appeals to them to “HANG ON.” 
 

Heb. 2:1    We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift 

away. 2 For if the message spoken by angels was binding, and every violation and disobedience received 

its just punishment,  3 how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? 

10:39 We are not people who turn back and are lost. Instead, we have faith and are saved. 

Heb. 10: 23 Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful.  

Heb. 4:14   Therefore, since we have a great high priest …Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the 

faith we profess.  

Heb. 3:1    Therefore, …fix your thoughts on Jesus… 

And so our author- deeply concerned that his people will step back from Jesus the Son of God- 
reaches out and grabs their hearts and their minds with this incredible opening 
passage about the Son.  
In the Greek this opening piece is a single magnificent sentence containing seven facts 
about the Son, the Son’s relationship to the Father, and the Son’s superiority to 
everything their Hebrew forefathers knew. AND this majestic opening reveals 
everything that could be lost if they “turn back” from the Son and retreat from 
the Church to a risk-free, Society-approved faith.  
 
The Son of God is “appointed heir of all things.” We think of the language of a will. 
In ancient Hebrew culture the “only Son” would certainly be the heir of all his Father 
possessed. All that is the Father’s ultimately belongs to the Son. Ps 2 -which our author 

will soon be quoting- expresses this idea when it says: Psa. 2:7   …He said to me, “You are my 

Son; today I have become your Father.  8 Ask of me,  and I will make the nations your inheritance,  the ends of 

the earth your possession. 
Later the author will quote Ps8 to make the point that God “put everything under His feet.” 
This idea comes up multiple times in the NT, like in Eph. 1:22 And God placed all things under 

his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, God intends for all that is [the 



 4 

Kosmos, time, space and the spiritual realm, animals, humans, angels] to be the possession of 
the Son. To step back from the son is to retreat from the Lord of All.  
 
The Son is the one, “through whom [God] made the universe.” Universe here is not 
Kosmos but another Greek word that means “The whole created universe of space and time.” 

Another writer defines it as: “the sum of the periods of time including all that is manifested in 

them.”  So the Son is God’s agent of creation bringing into being the universe and 
everything in it since the beginning of time-and even time itself. Of course John’s 
gospel supports this: Jn 1:3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has 

been made. As does Col: 16 For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. 

To “shrink back” from Jesus is to shrink back from the Maker of Sunsets and songbirds 
and us. 
 
“The Son is the radiance of God’s glory” Think of the light that fills a room when the 
lamp is on. The light and the lamp are two separate things. And the light that shines 
out reveals the nature of the lamp. The lamp itself is known, understood, by the 
radiance it produces. Just so, the Son is the radiance of God’s glory. Again John’s 
gospel bears this up when he says regarding the life and ministry of Jesus… John 

1:14    …and  we saw His glory, glory as of  the only begotten from the Father, full of  grace and  truth.   

To retreat from the “radiance of God’s glory” is to step back into darkness.  
 
He is …the exact  representation of His being The language here evokes the idea 
of stamping an image into wax or soft metal. The stamp or die’s image will be exactly 
imprinted – like Caesar’s face stamped on a coin. The image on the coin reflected the 
stamp’s image precisely. The prophets who came before with God’s commands and 
expectations brought mere sketches in comparison to the precise image stamped into 
the Son. This is why Jesus could say: John 14:9 …Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. To 
step away from Jesus is to retreat from the final and complete revelation of God.  
 
The Son “sustains all things by his powerful word.”  Paul tells us in Col 1: 17 He is 

before all things, and in him all things hold together. This is no Deistic scenario where God winds 
up the Kosmos and goes off to a party somewhere. The Son –Jesus- is engaged in 
sustaining everything we know and are. Every atom of every molecule is not only 
sustained in it’s ordered place, but also carried forward toward God’s intended goal by 
the Son- by his powerful word. The rotation of Saturn, the flow of the ocean in the 
marianas trench, the beat of your heart Is sustained and carried forward by the Son. 
To lose the Son is to lose the one who sustains your present and carries you into your 
future.  
 
He … provided purification for sins, His creative power and sustaining authority over 
time and space remind us of how small and unimportant we are. And then we find he is 
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not only sustaining the edges of the universe, he is also our intimate confessor, our 
High Priest who knows our weakness and still, provides purification from our sin once 
and for all, To step back from him is to distance yourself from that “once for all” 
cleansing that brings access to the throne of God.  
 
And finally, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven. “Majesty in 
Heaven is a respectful way of speaking about God to a Jewish/Christian audience.  
To be at the right hand of God is to be at the highest place of authority- The point is 
Jesus’ exaltation and supremacy- period.  
This statement about Jesus’ authority comes direct from Jesus’ mouth when he says to 
the Sanhedrin Luke 22: 69 “ But from now on THE SON OF MAN WILL BE SEATED AT THE RIGHT 

HAND of the power OF GOD.” And to be “seated” is symbolic of finished work. His task of 
redeeming all of the Kosmos is done. To step away from Him is to step away from 
knowing, and experiencing that redemption for yourself. 
 
The folks Hebrews was written to are feeling the need for self-preservation. To 
continue to follow Jesus makes their relationship with their society challenging, if not 
risky. Life would be a lot more comfortable if they could retreat from the Church to a 
risk-free, Society-approved, faith that didn’t “disdain the Roman way of life.”  
 
Our author, in his opening, is trying to show them what’s at stake, what could be lost if 
they retreat. What’s lost is Jesus -Maker-Sustainer of the ages who bears God’s precise nature 

and sacrifices himself for sin.  
And while the circumstances are different, I see some similarities to our day.  
Many of those stepping away from the church are seeking a less difficult, less risky, 
more society approved faith.  And while the choice to leave the Church doesn’t HAVE 
to mean one loses Jesus.  It can.  
 
I’ll give you one “for instance” in closing. Many Sundays I end our gathering saying to 
you “May you see Jesus everywhere you go and in everyone you meet.” I say that because 
Jesus IS in everyone you meet. Even those who don’t identify as Christians are made 
in the image of God. They have the spark of God within them waiting to be fanned into 
flame.  
 
But for you who know Jesus, He lives within you by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Jesus exists within you. You are the body of Jesus Christ.  And I see Him in you all the 
time. I see him looking out from your eyes and in the work of your hands. And I hear 
him in your voices and I see him in your homes and in your service and in the hugs you 
give and the tears you shed for one another. 
 
If I leave and go off on my own, spending my Sundays as I choose chasing after a 
more “society-approved faith, I lose the Jesus that can only be seen and known 
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through you. I lose the Son of God who lives in you and yet who is also the “radiance of 

God’s Glory and exact representation of his being sustaining all things by his powerful word.”   
And by the same token if I leave seeking a more society approved, less controversial 
faith, I take that of Christ that resides in me – the piece you can see- I rob you of that.   
 
To step away from gathered worship with the body of Christ is to step away from that 
of Christ which is contained in that body.  
 
For the Hebrews and for us, to retreat to a society-approved faith is to put yourself at 
risk of losing everything the Son is and has done for you… Heb. 3:1    Therefore, holy 

[siblings], who share in the heavenly calling, fix… your… thoughts… on… Jesus… 

 
  
 
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


