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Don’t Go Back, Go On! 

Hebrews 12:14-29 

John Breon 

 

 Can you think of anything that would make you want to go back on 

your commitment to Christ? Anything that would tempt you to give up 

faith in Jesus? How about persecution or the threat of martyrdom? None of 

us knows what we’d do in a situation like that, but we may have heroic 

fantasies of standing up for Christ in the face of suffering and death. We 

may never be called on to take that kind of stand for Christ, but we all do 

run into opposition to some degree. Do we give up and go back or do we 

go on in what God has called us to do? 

 What else might tempt us to go back? Disappointment? Philip Yancey 

has written about Disappointment with God, and we may experience that 

sometimes. And what about disappointment with people who are supposed 

to represent God? 

 I’ve mentioned before a man I know who was a pastor in another 

denomination, then became a United Methodist pastor, then later left 

Christian faith altogether. A few years ago, and in recent months, there 

have been some Christian authors and singers who’ve publicly defected 

from the faith they once professed (https://relevantmagazine.com/god/i-

kissed-dating-goodbye-author-josh-harris-i-am-not-a-christian/; 

https://www1.cbn.com/cbnnews/entertainment/2019/august/im-genuinely-

losing-my-faith-hillsong-worship-leader-rejects-christian-beliefs; 

https://bartcampolo.org/why-i-left-why-i-stayed). 

 Some years ago, popular author Anne Rice made a much-publicized 

return to the Christian faith of her childhood. A few years later, she made 

this announcement: 

 

Today I quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to Christ 

as always but not to be “Christian” or to being part of Christianity. It’s 

simply impossible for me to “belong” to this quarrelsome, hostile, 

disputatious, and deservedly infamous group. For ten years, I’ve tried. 

I’ve failed. I’m an outsider. My conscience will allow nothing else. 

https://relevantmagazine.com/god/i-kissed-dating-goodbye-author-josh-harris-i-am-not-a-christian/
https://relevantmagazine.com/god/i-kissed-dating-goodbye-author-josh-harris-i-am-not-a-christian/
https://www1.cbn.com/cbnnews/entertainment/2019/august/im-genuinely-losing-my-faith-hillsong-worship-leader-rejects-christian-beliefs
https://www1.cbn.com/cbnnews/entertainment/2019/august/im-genuinely-losing-my-faith-hillsong-worship-leader-rejects-christian-beliefs
https://bartcampolo.org/why-i-left-why-i-stayed
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(www.facebook.com/#!/pages/Ann-Rice/110359292326837? 

v=wiki#content) 

 

She later explained some of the issues where she disagrees with the 

church’s position or approach. She sees the church as “anti-“ many things 

that she is not against.  

 Anne Rice’s protest echoes that of many young people in our society. 

There’s been research showing how young adults struggle with the way the 

church deals with several different issues (Adam Hamilton, When Christians 

Get It Wrong; David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, Unchristian; Philip Yancey, 

Vanishing Grace). As in previous generations, people say, “We like Jesus, 

but we don’t like the church, we don’t like Jesus’ followers.” 

 This presents the church with a challenge. Are we known more by 

what we oppose than what we’re for, more by what we’re against than by 

the gospel? Are we locked into ways of doing church that make it hard for 

people on the outside to see what’s good and positive about the church? 

 There’s also a challenge to people outside the church or who leave 

the church: Can we be followers of Jesus on our own, on our own terms, 

apart from the church’s fellowship? Those who claim that Christian faith 

didn’t satisfy them or answer their questions can be challenged to answer 

whether they really put their roots into the faith and really searched for 

good answers. (For a humorous look at this, see 

https://lutheransatire.org/media/tyler-the-ex-evangelical-quits-swimming/).  

 There are problems, but God has chosen the church, the body of 

Christ, the fellowship of Christ’s followers, to be God’s instrument in the 

world. Messed up as we are, flawed as we are, inadequate as we are, God 

has a purpose for us. We need each other. 

 In the church, the family of faith, we have responsibility for each 

other. We’re accountable to each other. The Christian faith is deeply 

personal, but it’s not private. We’re not Christians in isolation. We believe 

and love and serve together. Throughout Scripture we find that salvation 

results in right relationships with God and people. That’s what the reference 

to peace and holiness in our text is getting at. 

https://lutheransatire.org/media/tyler-the-ex-evangelical-quits-swimming/
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 Now the writer urges the community to look out for each other. Make 

sure that no one misses the grace of God. Do everything to keep folks from 

turning away from God’s grace. Make sure no bitter root grows up to cause 

trouble and defile the whole group. Unbelief can spread like cancer. We’ve 

got to watch out for that and rely on God’s grace to root out that bad 

influence. 

 Make sure no one becomes like Esau. Remember his story. He came 

in from hunting one day and found his brother Jacob cooking some stew. 

Esau was hungry and asked for some stew. Jacob, the trickster who was 

always looking for a way to grasp something for himself, offered to trade a 

meal for Esau’s birthright. As the older son, Esau was entitled to a double 

portion of the inheritance. Esau, who wasn’t the quickest thinker around, 

said his birthright wouldn’t do him any good if he starved to death. So he 

agreed to Jacob’s deal and sold his birthright for a bowl of stew (Gen. 

25:29-34; 27:34-38). 

 Esau cared more for physical satisfaction than for a spiritual blessing. 

He believed more in his senses and what he could see and hold for himself 

than he did in God and the covenant God had made with his family. Even 

though Jacob tricked him, Esau made the choice to give up the double 

share of the inheritance. This also led later to his losing the blessing of his 

father Isaac. Hebrews combines those two events in Esau’s life. First, he 

traded his inheritance for a bowl of stew. Later, after Jacob tricked Isaac 

into giving him the covenant blessing, Esau begged and pleaded to receive 

some blessing. But it was too late. He couldn’t recover what he’d given up 

and what he lost. He gave up what was better for something that was less. 

 I read about a man who had cheated his employers. They didn’t want 

to make a public scandal of the matter, so they offered him a package deal 

that would let him keep his good reputation if he’d agree to leave the 

company at once. He refused, so he was fired and the matter became 

public. A little later he had some influential friends try to put pressure on 

his former employers to restore his reputation, to say, at least by 

implication, that he’d done nothing wrong. The employers refused—no 

surprise there. The man had made the decision. Decisions have 
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consequences. There was no turning back. That’s the kind of situation Esau 

was in (Tom Wright, Hebrews for Everyone 156). 

 A theme throughout Hebrews is the warning not to turn back to the 

old ways because the new way in Christ is better. The writer brings this up 

again in a dramatic contrast of the old and new Covenants. He pictures this 

contrast in terms of two mountains: Sinai, where God gave the Law through 

Moses, and Zion, the city of God, the community that God indwells. 

 What’s this have to do with Esau’s story? What the writer calls “Zion” 

is our blessing, our inheritance in Christ. He’s saying don’t throw it away for 

something less. Don’t go back to the old way of fearful distance from God. 

Also, don’t throw away our New Covenant blessing for pleasure or 

protection or anything else. What we have in Christ is too wonderful for us 

to give it up for anything less, especially going back to our life without 

Christ. 

 To make the point, the writer depicts the Old Covenant entirely in 

terms of fear, darkness, and judgment. Now a careful reading of the OT 

shows that the Old Covenant includes grace and mercy. Yet even when we 

look deeper into the OT, we still come back to a basic confession of 

Christian belief: Jesus Christ makes all the difference in the world. 

 Grace dominates the New Covenant. Yet we recognize that there’s 

still accountability. As the author reminds us in a little bit, God is still the 

judge who holds us accountable for eternity for what we do with this life. 

 The contrast between the two covenants in the image of the two 

mountains is fascinating. Recall the powerful signs that accompanied God’s 

appearance on Mt. Sinai. The people of Israel, having come out of Egypt, 

were gathered at Sinai. God spoke to them and the mountain shook, fire 

and smoke burst from the mountain, a storm swept over it, and a piercing 

trumpet blast filled the air. 

 The people were so frightened that they asked Moses to ask God not 

to speak to them directly anymore. They preferred that Moses tell them 

what God said. The dramatic display of power frightened them. The 

holiness of God also frightened them. No one, not even an animal, was to 

touch the mountain because the holy and awesome God was there. 
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 Now, in contrast to God’s unapproachable holiness, its frightful signs, 

and the stern commands of God, the writer describes what we’ve come to 

in Christ. Here’s the better thing, the blessing that we mustn’t throw away 

because we’re scared of opposition or because it seems inconvenient or 

because we’ve begun to doubt the reality of God’s promises or even 

because some of God’s people have disappointed us. 

 We have come to Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem. Zion was the mountain that Jerusalem was built on. Often, the 

Bible refers to the city of Jerusalem as Mt. Zion. It came to stand for the 

earthly dwelling place of God. Here, it’s called the heavenly Jerusalem. This 

is the city that Abraham sought—the “city with foundations, whose 

architect and builder is God” (11:10). It’s the heavenly city that Revelation 

describes as the bride of the Lamb and the eternal dwelling of God with his 

people. Believers in Christ already enjoy in the present something of God’s 

city of the future. 

 

The hill of Zion yields a thousand sacred sweets 

before we reach the heavenly fields or walk the golden streets.  

(Isaac Watts, “Marching to Zion,” The United Methodist Hymnal #733) 

 

 The writer now shows how wonderful, how stupendous is this new 

reality that we’ve come to. In this spiritual Zion are the angels of God and 

the assembly of the firstborn. And there we meet with all the saints. We 

belong to a great company. The family of faith is one. We belong together 

in God’s community with all the OT greats and all the faithful who’ve gone 

before us and everyone in every place who now believes. 

 We’ve come to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant. This is the 

basis for all that’s been described so far. Through Jesus and in the new 

covenant that he mediates, we come into all these great blessings. 

 We’ve come to the sprinkled blood. This is the blood of Jesus that 

establishes the New Covenant. His blood speaks a better word than the 

blood of Abel. Remember, after Cain killed his brother Abel, God said to 

Cain, “Listen; your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground!” 

(Gen. 4:10). Abel’s blood speaks of vengeance. It cries for revenge. The 
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blood of Jesus speaks of God’s love and mercy and forgiveness in open 

invitation to us. The blood of Jesus brings us to the benefits of the new 

covenant and to the present glorious condition where we start to 

experience the fulfillment of God’s saving purposes, the city of the living 

God, the heavenly Jerusalem. 

 Sinai says, “Keep back, no admittance!” Zion says, “Come, for all 

things are now ready.” The Law says, “Your iniquities have separated you 

from your God.” The gospel says, “We are brought near by the blood of 

Christ.” The contrast between Mt. Sinai and Mt. Zion is the contrast 

between a holiness that’s terrifying and unapproachable and a holiness 

that’s welcoming, cleansing and healing (Wright). 

 Hebrews depicts the Christian life as a journey. Where are you in that 

journey? We have the privilege of being at Zion. Yet some of us still live at 

Sinai—in fear, in legalism, in dread. Some of us keep trying to build our 

own lives by ourselves, on ourselves, doing our own thing, finding our own 

security. But we can stop that. We can receive grace. Don’t miss the grace 

of God. 

 One more time the writer warns us not to leave our Christian faith 

and commitment. Don’t refuse the One who speaks, that is, God. Those 

who heard God speak through Moses at Sinai didn’t escape. They refused 

God’s word and rejected God. How much less will we escape if we refuse 

God’s word from heaven, the word God has spoken in these last days by his 

Son (1:2)!  

 At Sinai, God’s voice shook the ground. God says in the prophet 

Haggai that at the end God will shake everything. What can be shaken will 

be removed. Only what can’t be shaken will remain. What are we 

committed to—the temporary and shakable things or the eternal and 

unshakable kingdom of God? Don’t trade the eternal and unshakable for 

the temporary and shakable. 

 E. Stanley Jones was in Russia in 1934. The Communist Revolution 

had happened just seventeen years earlier. Communism was growing and 

spreading, and Jones was shaken and challenged by its apparent success. 

Needing reassurance, he turned to the Bible. In his quiet time in Moscow, 

this verse spoke to him, “Therefore since we are receiving a kingdom that 
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cannot be shaken, let us give thanks...” (v 28). Jones realized that all human 

kingdoms are shakable: both communism and capitalism are shakable. The 

kingdom of self is shakable. “Center yourself on yourself as the center of 

your kingdom and the self will sour and go to pieces.” The kingdom of 

health is shakable. We try all kinds of remedies and attempts to hold 

physical life together, but we still die. Only God’s kingdom, God’s reign, 

God’s will and way of life is unshakable. A little later in Hebrews we read, 

“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (13:8). 

 Jones writes, “I came out of Russia with two things in my mind and 

heart: an unshakable Kingdom and an unchanging Person” (A Song of 

Ascents, 149-50). 

 We can live in the spirit of adoring gratitude because we’re receiving 

a kingdom that can’t be shaken. Not only that, we can be grateful that the 

awesome God, the holy Lord has made himself known to sinful people. 

“The fire on Sinai is a thing of the past, but the blazing fire of God’s holy, 

jealous and righteous love will never be extinguished” (R. E. Brown). We 

know that all our sins are exposed in that bright light. But we also know 

that the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin. Because of that, we can 

rejoice that the consuming fire of God’s holiness and glory can purify us. It’s 

a consuming fire of judgment for those who resist and reject God. But it’s a 

purifying and refining fire for those who are willing to forsake their sins and 

embrace God. 

 Here’s a great summary of what this section of Scripture tells us and 

encourages us to do: 

 

True gratitude both for the present world and for the world to come 

is the deepest and truest form of worship, reaching places which the 

entire sacrificial system [of the Old Covenant] never could. When you 

bow down before the living God and thank him from the bottom of 

your heart for what he’s done and will do, it is as though you are a 

priest in the Temple, offering the purest, most unblemished sacrifice. 

Only much, much more so. That’s the privilege of being a follower of 

Jesus the Messiah. That is the life to which our fiery God now calls us. 

The writer was eager that his readers should listen hard to this urgent 



8 

exhortation. Two thousand years later, we need to do so every bit as 

much as they did. (Wright) 

 

 All of these promises and warnings urge us never to go back to life 

without Christ but always to go on deeper and farther and higher into life 

with Christ in the unshakable kingdom of God. 


