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“A Sacrifice of Praise”      Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 

The last chapter of the book of Hebrews has a section heading in the NIV that reads: 

“Concluding Exhortations.” That’s an accurate label. But what this chapter essentially 

does is that it tells the church what to do to stick together whenever it experiences 

hardship. If you believe that Hebrews is a sermon, as I do, then just a few pages back in 

chapter 10, the preacher recalls how the congregation persevered under persecution and the 

way they lived that brought glory to God.  

Here in chapter 13, it seems that times were a little more stable and the preacher wants 

them to be more spiritually aware! It also seems to be fairly typical that when times are 

good, we humans are more likely to become selfish, to be overcome with worry, and to 

forget about others who are struggling and in need. When we have this mindset, our faith 

will probably weaken. The preacher wants none of that for his congregation, nor does the 

Holy Spirit want that for us! So, the preacher concludes his sermon with echoes of what 

they have already heard—from him, from the prophets of old, from their own experience, 

and from Jesus. 

The ways for a Christian community to flourish under any circumstances are: 

…loving fellow Christians as though they were your own flesh and blood; 

…hospitality for people known and unknown; 

…empathy that leads to care for prisoners and others in distress; 

…honoring marital relationships in the community to avoid judgment; 

…trusting that God is with us because it protects the heart from greed; 

…learning from the great cloud of witnesses, past and present; 

…professing faith in the changeless eternal person of Jesus Christ; and 

…worshipping God by offering sacrificial praises and good deeds. 

Let’s spend a few moments thinking about each of these exhortations... 

The preacher of Hebrews uses the word “philadelphia” to describe the type of love that the 

congregation has practiced and should keep on practicing. Philadelphia is so named “the 

city of brotherly love” and this type of love is the kind of love among siblings.  Followers 

of Christ have been made into a new family, a community of people who look after one 

another, share resources with one another, and love through thick and thin. This is love 

strong enough to get through hard times and love that enjoys the good times. It doesn’t 

replace the other loves, but is a key piece of the love mix for the community of faith—

people so devoted to one another that they won’t bail out in tough times. 



2 
 

Much of the spread of the Christian faith occurred as people traveled throughout the 

Roman Empire. Hospitality functioned as the crucial fodder for what was to follow. By 

sharing one’s home with people, you were given an opportunity to create the space for 

conversation about Jesus with your guests. And if we consider that these early churches 

met in homes, the opening of our home means a great deal to the growth of faith. The Holy 

Spirit still uses people’s willingness to share their space to light the fire of faith in the 

world today.  Living in our highly individualist Western world when we live with the 

intent to purposely connect with our neighbors, whether they are believers or agnostics, we 

may entertain angels without even knowing, says verse 2. 

Verse 3 then says, “Continue to remember those in prison as if you were together with 

them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.” This 

community already knows what it’s like to be persecuted; they know what it’s like to stand 

beside the accused; they know what it’s like to make sure those who are in prison are 

provided for. The preacher asks them to turn that knowing into doing! As our modern 

world continues to become more and more self-focused, what sort of witness can a 

compassionate connecting community provide? What sort of witness might we provide to 

this selfish world by helping to alleviate the pain of challenges facing people today?  

Religion News Service not long ago ran an article titled, “Churches use political pressure, 

small-dollar loans to fight predatory payday lending.” The article began: Anyra Cano 

Valencia was having dinner with her husband, Carlos, and their family when an urgent 

knock came at their door. The Valencias, who are pastors at Iglesia Bautista Victoria en 

Cristo in Fort Worth, Texas, opened the door to a desperate, overwhelmed congregant. The 

woman and her family had borrowed $300 from a “money store” specializing in short-

term, high-interest loans. Unable to repay quickly, they had rolled over the balance while 

the lender added fees and interest. The woman also took out a loan on the title to the 

family car and borrowed from other short-term lenders. By the time she came to the 

Valencias for help, the debt had ballooned to more than $10,000. The car was scheduled to 

be repossessed, and the woman and her family were in danger of losing their home. 

The Valencias and their church were able to help the family save the car and recover, but 

the incident alerted the pastoral duo to a growing problem: Lower-income Americans 

caught in a never-ending loan cycle. While profits for lenders can be substantial, the toll 

on families can be devastating. Now, several churches are lobbying local, state and federal 

officials to limit the reach of such lending operations. Congregations are trying to help 

people avoid—or dig out from—exorbitant debt obligations by providing an alternative. In 
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some instances, churches are offering small-dollar loans to members and the community as 

an alternative. This is just one example of a church heeding biblical teachings about caring 

for others and remembering people in hardship with loving actions. 

As he looks a bit closer to home in verse 4, the preacher points out that though we are like 

family to one another, there are still boundaries that need to be respected. If the preacher 

had chosen to expand this section of his sermon, I wonder if he would have made a similar 

point about marriage that Paul does in his epistles. Namely, that the marriage relationship 

is a human picture of the divine commitment Christ has for the church. Such covenant 

faithfulness is an experience similar to our intimate relationship with the Godhead through 

faith in Christ. As such, it is special. It is powerful. It is to be respected and guarded from 

interlopers who may try to pull one away from the other. And I wonder what would 

happen if married people remembered that, above all, their marriages have the potential for 

telling the story of Christ to nonbelievers. It’s one of those things that’s easy to know and 

yet still forget. 

Looking again at this particular church’s history, these people have proven that they can 

have a right relationship with their belongings. The reminder that contentment is not 

produced from love of money but from trusting that God is with us always, makes me 

wonder whether the stability they were enjoying (compared to those early years) was 

leading some of them to hold a little more tightly to their worldly possessions…just in 

case. What if the hard times come again and we need to provide for ourselves? What if my 

spouse is thrown in prison? What if I lose my job because of my profession of faith? What 

if…?  

Considering the varying kinds of insurances available to us modern people for all the 

“what ifs” in life, we can’t blame our faith ancestors for wanting to be prepared! But the 

preacher recalls God’s very own promise, made by Yahweh to the Hebrew people, and 

then by Jesus to his followers: “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.” The 

preacher calls upon the people to profess Psalm 118 in response: “The Lord is my helper; I 

will not be afraid. What can mere mortals do to me?” True comfort comes from the person 

of God, not from things. And let’s remember that Hebrews 11 & 12 contain a catalog of 

some of the many leaders of the past that the congregation can imitate.  

Yet here in his closing message, the preacher draws their attention to more recent people 

that God brought into their lives—people who actually spoke the words of life to them. 

These same leaders were people whose lives showed the goodness of God to the world in a 
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time and place like our own. These are people who showed them what faith looked like. A 

great cloud of witnesses is made up of people from the distant past all the way to the 

present day as God’s people keep in step with the Spirit of God. He says of their own 

leaders: “Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith” (v. 7).  

Jesus is the same always and forever, so his ways can be learned from the faithful people 

of God in every era. Sometimes, I think we focus too much on the past as a way of 

avoiding Christ’s call in the present, ignoring modern-day preachers and prophets instead 

of listening to them. What do you think? You’ve probably heard of the little girl whose 

Sunday school teacher asked, “Why is it necessary to be quiet in church?” Her answer? 

“Because people are sleeping.” 

We can be quiet in church, according to the preacher, and still give to God a continuous 

Sacrifice of Praise without saying a word. Of course, only the heavenly throne room has 

living creatures who are able to worship God continuously. Yet through Jesus, he says that 

our lives potentially become a continuous worship of the living God.  

Hebrews ends with more exhortations to offer the sacrifices with which “God is pleased.” 

But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing left for us to say. The preacher tells us that one of 

the ways we participate in this continuous praise is by openly professing Jesus’ name in 

the public square—always a risky business. Another is by continuing to do good things 

that will keep our community of believers strong in uncertain times. All the pastoral 

directives we have heard from the preacher are truly sacrifices of the old life in order that a 

new life will come into being. These are the sacrifices that indeed please God. 

Before we conclude, let’s go to verses 20 and 21 in chapter 13 and listen to the benediction 

with which the preacher and author of the book of Hebrews concludes his entire 

“exhortation”: “Now may the God of peace, who through the blood of the eternal covenant 

brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you 

with everything good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, 

through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” 

No further words. Only a Sacrifice of Praise! Amen. 


