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The text before us today is one of the most glorious and encouraging texts in the Bible. It has been cherished by Christians throughout the centuries. It has been quoted by generations of preachers at the close of their sermons. It’s also an incredibly glorious and encouraging way to bring this letter to a close.

Following a common practice in New Testament letters, our author is invoking God’s blessing on his readers. More than anything else, he wants God to supply whatever they need to live the kind of life they have been called to live. His prayer is often referred to as a “benediction,” which ends with a “doxology” or an expression of praise to God (“to whom be the glory forever and ever.”)

Implicit in this benediction is the author’s conviction that whatever God requires, He provides. He doesn’t tell us to do something and then leave us to come up with the inner strength to do it. No, not at all. If God requires something of us, He also gives us the resources and strength and incentives that are necessary to do what He asks. As we shall see, no group of “saints” would have been as encouraged by this benediction than these “soul-sagging saints,” also known as the Hebrews.

As Leon Morris has noted, “This doxology gathers up a number of themes that have meant so much as the argument of the letter has unfolded: the blood, the eternal covenant, the lordship of Jesus, and the importance of doing His will.” But he goes on to add that these verses introduce some things we’ve not yet heard. For example, this is the first time we read that Jesus is our Shepherd; it’s also the first and only time the book of Hebrews mentions His resurrection from the dead.

When viewed as a whole, our author’s concluding prayer is a superb way to conclude what he calls his brief “word of exhortation” (13:22). “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.” (13:20-21). There are several different ways we could approach these two verses, but one of the best ways is to consider what they teach us about our great God and our Lord Jesus, that Great Shepherd of the sheep.

A. Our God is a peace-giving God. The “God of peace” is an expression used only six other times in the New Testament, always by Paul (Rom. 15:33; 16:20; 1 Cor. 14:33; 
2 Cor. 13:11; Phil. 4:9; 1 Thess. 5:23). In local church life, the God of peace delights in dissolving discord and strife among repentant saints. In the Christian life, He delights in calming every troubled heart that turns to Him in faith.

In Isaiah 26:3 we read, “Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on Thee, because he trusteth in Thee” (KJV). And in Philippians 4:6-7 we are told; “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” (NIV). That’s what the “God of peace” does – when we pray about everything that troubles us. He guards our hearts (from wrong feelings) and our minds (from wrong thinking). The result is that His peace floods our souls. That’s the antidote to worry.

B. Our God is a life-giving God. The God of peace has “brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus . . .” As I have said, this is the only time our author explicitly mentions the resurrection of Christ. It is implied, however, in Hebrews 5:7, when Jesus’ plea for deliverance from death was answered: “. . . he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the One who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.” That prayer was answered not through His escape from the ordeal of the cross, but through His resurrection from the dead. The resurrection is also implied in the frequent passages that mention His present exaltation at the right hand of “the Majesty in heaven” (Cf. 1:3), in fulfillment of Psalm 110:1, 4 (Cf. Heb. 1:3; 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:3, 11, 17, 21; 8:1; 10:10-13).

As we have seen, our life’s anchor is secured to Him, whose entrance into the “inner sanctuary” of the “true tabernacle” (heaven) guarantees that we shall surely follow (Heb. 6:19-20). The resurrection of Christ also guarantees that all God’s people will one day be crowned with glory and honor and have dominion over the earth – in our resurrected, glorified bodies – when Christ returns (Heb. 2:5-9; Ps. 8:4-6). 

C. Our Lord Jesus is a sheep-shepherding Savior: As the Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ died for His sheep (John 10:11). As the Chief Shepherd, He will return for His sheep (1 Peter 5:4). But here we read that God brought back from the dead “Our Lord Jesus, that Great Shepherd of the sheep.” As we have seen, the elders of the flock are the under-shepherds, responsible to lead, feed, guide, and protect its members (13:7, 17). Elders come and go however, but Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever (13:8). That will always be true because the God of peace brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus Christ. He will never leave us, nor will He ever forsake us (13:5).

Nor will our Great Shepherd ever fail us. Unlike some under-shepherds today, He will never exploit us or manipulate us or abandon us to the wolves or fail to show up when we need Him most. He remains our Shepherd from the moment we come to faith (1 Peter 2:24-25) until the day of His return (1 Peter 5: 4). He continues to be our Shepherd throughout all eternity (Rev. 7:16-17). 

This sheep-shepherding imagery also points to the shepherd’s absolute sovereignty over his flock. There are three verses in Revelation which describe Jesus as the Messianic King, who one day will “rule” over the nations (Rev. 2:27; 12:25; 19:15). The verb which is translated "rule" (NIV, ESV, NASB) literally means “to shepherd.” That’s the reason He’s referred to as the Great Shepherd; He cannot be ranked with any other shepherds. His word is the final word to heed. The path to which He points is the only path to follow. Sheep truly are helpless without a shepherd to guide, lead, feed, and protect them. It’s also important to note that the expression “Our Lord Jesus” is unusual. It only appears a few times in the book of Acts. As Leon Morris has noted, “It combines the lordship of Christ and His real humanity, two themes of continuing importance.” 

D. Our God is a Covenant-Keeping God. Our Lord Jesus, that Great Shepherd of the sheep, was raised from the dead “through the blood of the eternal covenant.” The once-for-all sacrifice of Christ defeated the power of death (Heb. 2:14). He was “offered once to bear the sins of many” (Heb. 9:28), and the resurrection demonstrates that God accepted His shed blood as “payment in full” for the debt we owed (death). The “new covenant” has been established on the basis of that sacrifice, a covenant which God promised through the prophet Jeremiah (Jer. 31:31-34, as quoted in Hebrews8:7-12). Since this covenant was inaugurated by a better sacrifice, and offers better promises, it has rendered the older (Mosaic) covenant obsolete (Heb. 8:13). It is an “eternal” covenant because it will never be replaced by another.

E. Our God is an Inner-Energizing God. Our author’s prayer is for God to fulfill what He pledged to do in the new covenant by transforming them inwardly: “May he . . . equip you with everything good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him . . .” (13:21; Cf. 8:10; 9:13-14; 10:16, 19-22). Clearly our author is confident that God will supply us with whatever energy or power or incentive that is needed to do what He has called us to do! In the words of the Apostle Paul, “for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13, ESV).

The word translated “equip” has a variety of related meanings. In Matthew 4:21 it’s a fishing term; the disciples were “mending” their broken nets. In Galatians 6:1 it’s a medical term. The mature brother is called to “restore” a brother overtaken in a fault just as a surgeon would “reset” a broken bone. It’s also a nautical term used for preparing a ship for voyage. It’s used in this way when our Savior speaks of the body which the Father “prepared” for Him, so that He might make His voyage to earth (Heb. 10:5).

That’s how our Great God equips us. He sets the “broken bones” in our lives so that we might run the race that is set before us. He mends the “torn nets” of our souls so that we might be useful in serving Him and ministering to others. His never-ending goal is to “prepare us” for the journey that is ahead, working within us to accomplish that which is pleasing to Him, according to His will.

1 Q. How does He do this? A. He has a variety of tools in His spiritual toolbox. He uses (1) the Word of God (“we must pay careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away,” 2:1); (2) prayer (“let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need,” 4:16); (3) the mutual encouragement of the saints (“And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another . . .,” 10:24-25); (4) the priesthood of all believers (“And do not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased,” 13:16); (5) the faithful teaching, guidance and counsel of the under-shepherds of the flock (“have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority because they keep watch over your souls as those who must give an account,” 13:17). These “tools” are the ever available divine “means of grace,” by which God enables us to do His will and to work in us “what is pleasing to him.”

2 Q. How can we be sure that we will continue to utilize these “means of grace”? How do we know that we won’t yield to an unbelieving heart and fall away from the living God? 
A. We know this because God has recreated us through the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit (the new birth). He has given us a new nature, with a new disposition and new desires. He has supplied us with the indwelling Holy Spirit to give us the power and incentive to do what He has called us to do. Whatever God requires, He supplies!

F. Our God is a Praise-worthy God: “to him be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” What an incredibly glorious and encouraging way to bring this letter to a close. When we fail to do what God says we must do, we alone are to blame. But when we do what God says we must do, God alone is to be praised. Whatever He requires of us, He provides. There’s no other response that we can possibly have – except to give Him the glory – forever and ever.

Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;
Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heavenly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost!
(Thomas Ken, 1709)
