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For the second time this Holy Week, we have listened to an account of Jesus’ arrest, trial, and 

execution.  On Palm Sunday we heard the account from the Gospel of Matthew and today the 

quite different version that we find in the Fourth Gospel, the Gospel of John, which focuses 

particularly on the interactions between Pontius Pilate and Jesus. 

On Good Friday, it seems that the cross overshadows everything else.  And yet in the midst of a 

bare church, with all our beautiful furnishings stripped from the sanctuary, we get a fascinating 

passage in the lectionary from the Letter to the Hebrews.  

Hebrews is a bit of a mystery in the New Testament.  We don’t know who wrote it – scholars 

agree that it definitely wasn’t written by Paul, so it is essentially anonymous.  We also aren’t 

sure that it ever really was a letter, despite the fact that we call it the Letter to the Hebrews.  In 

many ways, out of all the New Testament texts, Hebrews is the most like a theological booklet 

or even a sermon. 

What I want to highlight for just a few minutes this afternoon is this beautiful statement in 

Hebrews 4:16 – that the invitation for all of us as Jesus’ followers is to “approach the throne of 

grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 

Approach the throne of grace with boldness – what a powerful statement! What a remarkable 

instruction for all of us.  And how amazing that we hear this statement – that we are given this 

commission to approach the throne with boldness on the very day when we commemorate the 

death of our Savior – when we read about how Jesus thirsted and suffered and was executed in 

a miscarriage of justice at the hands of the Roman Empire. 

How do these messages fit together?  Standing here, as it were, at the foot of the cross, what 

gives us the ability to approach God’s throne with boldness? 

Luckily, I think our passage from Hebrews goes on to explain how this message of boldness and 

hope fits in with the Gospel of suffering and death that we’ve just proclaimed. 

In Hebrews, Jesus is often presented as a high priest, the one who can truly open the gates of 

heaven and bring people to reconciliation with God. 

And in our reading today, we hear that “We do not have a high priest who is unable to 

sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we 

are, yet without sin.” 

In other words, the way of the cross that Jesus walked is in fact a testament of hope, in the 

most paradoxical of ways.  Precisely because Jesus has known suffering, and fear, and 

abandonment, we have a savior who can fully understand when we are suffering or frightened 

or feeling abandoned. 

Indeed, through the person of God’s Son, God can fully understand these things too. 



Of course the cross is not the end of the story.  Without the resurrection, Jesus’ death would 

have been a tragic martyrdom, but nothing more than that.  Without the resurrection, our faith 

would be empty. 

And yet especially when times in our lives are hard, there is a deep comfort in knowing that our 

God truly can understand.  This is a God who truly can feel our pain, in the deepest and truest 

sense.  And it is for this reason, as Hebrews tells us, that we have a savior who can sympathize 

with our weaknesses.  When we fail, when we fall, when we make mistakes, when we are 

hurting and when we sometimes allow our pain to dictate our actions and decisions – even in 

the midst of all this, God understands.  And God never leaves us behind. 

Two thousand years ago, Greek and Roman mythology was full of stories of gods and goddesses 

coming down to appear on earth, and even of great heroes like Achilles and Hercules who were 

the children of the immortal gods. 

On this Good Friday, I would suggest that what was most clearly unique about the Christian 

message, what truly set Christianity apart, was not just the idea that God might send a Son to 

earth, but rather that this Son, in the words of Hebrews, would learn obedience through 

suffering.  The unique reality of the Christian Gospel is that a savior would come for all of us 

who would not be a mighty warrior or marvelous hero like Hercules or Achilles.  After all, I can’t 

imagine anyone thinking that we could approach one of those mythic heroes with boldness.  

The story of Jesus is something fundamently, categorically different.  Roman mythology often 

highlighted power and strength because, as we see in Pilate’s exchanges with Jesus in John’s 

Gospel, the Roman Empire was based not on truth but on the exercise of power. 

From the outset, the Christian message pointed in a very different direction.  Jesus attains 

victory over death by becoming subject to it.  Jesus doesn’t call down lightning from heaven or 

summon legions of angelic armies to fight against his opponents.  Rather, he pours out the full 

measure of his obedience on a cross on Golgotha.  And in doing so, he brings about the victory 

of life, in a way no one could have imagined possible. 

This is still what is unique about our Christian faith.  This is the source of hope even in dark 

times.  Just like the horizontal and vertical beams meet in the cross, human and divine came 

together on these sacred days so long ago.  And as we move through Good Friday to Easter, we 

find our source of hope in what Hebrews has to say: that Jesus is the source of eternal 

salvation.   

God’s plans are amazing and they move through time.  In the end, God’s intention is a 

redeemed universe, the victory of love, and an end to the tyranny of death and suffering – a 

world without tears or pain.  Each Good Friday is a challenge for us to renew our faith in all of 

God’s promises. 

It is important for us to spend this time together lingering on the threatening hill of Golgotha – 

the Place of the Skull – at the foot of the cross, much like Jesus’ faithful female followers did on 



the day of his death.  And Good Friday must certainly take on new meanings when we consider 

the suffering in the world around us. 

But we also can’t get stuck at Good Friday.  We are an Easter people on an Easter journey.  And 

Good Friday contains the seeds of hope that will flower on the third day.  For Jesus, the one 

who can sympathize with our weakness, who  has been tested in every way as we are, is also 

the source of love that can transform our lives and our world. 

It’s not always easy to be bold, or to put powerful faith in the grace of God as the Letter to the 

Hebrews asks us to do.  It’s not easy to be bold when we face financial insecurity or health 

challenges.  It’s not easy to be bold when each trip to the grocery store or the drugstore seems 

to hold unseen dangers, or when we have to stand on pieces of tape to see how far away to 

keep from other people. 

But I don’t think Christianity, in its truest forms, has ever been intended to be an easy faith.  

Indeed elsewhere in scripture Jesus says that following his path often means picking up crosses 

of our own.  God doesn’t take away our challenges and often the journey of life can be twisting 

and unclear. 

But today, on this Good Friday, I truly hope we can all cast our cares onto the cross.  If we dare 

to do what the Letter to the Hebrews says, if we dare to approach God’s throne with boldness, 

then I truly do think we receive the mercy and grace that allow us to be resilient and to lives 

rooted in hope, even at the darkest of moments. 

My friends, Easter is coming.  Life has already won over death.  The light has already shone in 

the darkness and the darkness can never overcome it. 

 

 


