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“Let Us Pray”

Hebrews 13:20-21

For some folks, their favorite words to hear in a church service are “Let us pray.” This is true not so much because of their appreciation of prayer as because “Let us pray” is usually followed by, “Let us leave.” Often the closing prayer is largely ignored as the people in the pews gather their belongings and prepare to exit.

The closing prayer of a worship service is formally called the “benediction.” The word “benediction” comes from two Latin words meaning “well” and “speak”; it came to mean “to wish [one] well” or “to bless.” Another similar word not used much any more is “invocation.” An invocation is calling upon the blessing of God at the beginning of a worship service. A benediction is His blessing called upon a service at its conclusion. An invocation is a “welcome” while a benediction is a “farewell” in a church setting.

The Bible contains several benedictions, a familiar one in the Old Testament while several New Testament letters are also concluded with such benedictions:

· The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace. [Numbers 6:24-26]

· May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. [2 Corinthians 13:14]

· Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. [Ephesians 3:20-21]

· Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. [1 Timothy 1:17]

· To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen. [Jude 24-25]

The letter to the Hebrews is no different. We read its benediction in Hebrews 13:20-21,

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. 
Given the propensity for our author to use the phrase “let us”—it appears no less than 16 times in Hebrews—my only surprise is that our text is not introduced by the words, “Let us pray.”

These verses form the proper conclusion of the letter. What follows in verses 22–25 is to all intents and purposes a postscript.
 This benediction seems to gather together the major themes of Hebrews: peace, the resurrected Christ, the blood, the covenant, spiritual perfection (maturity), and God’s work in the believer.
 It also introduces some things not yet dealt with. This is the only place in the epistle, for example, where Jesus is seen as our Shepherd or where the Resurrection is specifically referred to. The prayer forms a superb doxology that has meant much to Christians throughout the centuries.

While they may sound formal to our ears, these verses form a prayer, and we can learn valuable lessons about how we pray by examining this text. We will discover that our author prayed in accordance with God’s attributes, His actions, and His aims.

He Prayed in Accordance with God’s Attributes

First, he prayed in accordance with God’s attributes, or characteristics. The first is that God is the God of peace. This title for God is also found in benedictions in Romans 15:33 and 16:20; also in Philippians 4:9 and 1 Thessalonians 5:23.

The word “peace” appears in the original as a form of the Greek word eirēnē, denoting “oneness.” Some scholars have wondered if perhaps this was directed at some division or infighting among the original audience. That may be, but given that the letter is addressed to Hebrews, I think the author and the audience would have understood the term “peace” more in the Hebrew sense of the word shalôm. If eirēnē means “oneness” then shalôm means “wholeness.” The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament identifies shalôm and its related words as “among the most important theological words in the Old Testament.”
 The word appears over 250 times in the Old Testament, and means much more than quietness, solitude, or absence of conflict. Rather, the root meaning of the word better expresses the true concept of completeness, wholeness, harmony, fulfillment, are closer to the meaning.
 

Peace in the Bible focuses more on one’s inward condition than on outward circumstances. God intends life to be lived on a peaceful level, where there is a healthy calm within. He is able to give us what comes naturally to Him, that is an inner assurance that everything is under control. Even though I cannot explain my situation, and even though it may get worse tomorrow, I am linked directly to a God who has everything under His complete control.
 That provides peace!

Such an emphasis is very fitting given the situation of those first-century Jewish Christians. In an hour when many believers were being persecuted and some were wavering in their faith, it was well to be reminded that God is a God of peace. Peace for the soul has been provided by the sacrifice of Christ on Calvary, and the mind may enjoy peace as it is stayed on Him.
 Some have even equated this phrase “the God of peace” with “the God of mental health.”
 

Peace is often mentioned in political campaigns and beauty pageants. But we will never truly know peace without the Lord. It is only the God of peace who can make us at peace with ourselves, at peace with each other and at peace with Himself.

God is also seen in this prayer as the God of power. This does not appear as a title but seen in the words, “…who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus…” The word “power” does not appear here, but is implied in the mention (for the only time in this book) of the resurrection of Christ from the dead. This reminds me of Paul’s words in Ephesians 1:19-20, where he speaks of God’s “incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of His mighty strength, which He exerted in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly realms…” John MacArthur writes,

Notice that verse 20 explodes with the power of God that raised the Lord Jesus from the dead. The resurrection and the salvation of mankind are the greatest displays of divine power in the history of the universe. The writer of Hebrews asserts that the powerful God who raised Christ is the One who can make you perfect. You can’t function on your own energy and hope to be spiritual. The Christian life doesn’t work that way… Your Christian growth has little to do with your own power. It’s primarily God working in you. There can be all kinds of rules you may want to follow, but in your human strength you will never be able to carry them out. You must recognize that the power is not yours but God’s.

Isn’t that good to know? Our God brought the Lord Jesus up from the dead. Such an invincible God can surely answer our prayers. Are our difficulties greater than the problem of raising the dead to victorious life? Nothing is too hard for such a God.
 What is the worst that can happen? For the man who trusts God there is no such thing as final disaster; even death itself is conquered.
 Deep down in the heart of every believer is a power that is at work—the very power that raised Jesus from the dead! Why don’t we rely on it?

He Prayed in Accordance with God’s Actions

Secondly, he prayed in accordance with God’s actions. Two are specifically mentioned here. Putting the beginning of verse 20 with verse 21 we read, “May the God of peace…equip you with everything good for doing his will.” The King James Version renders this, “make you perfect,” and this may lead us to think this is a prayer to make the audience perfectly sinless. This is not the case. “Perfect” in seventeenth-century England had more to do with “completion” than “flawlessness” as we understand it today.

God equips us. “Equip” is the translation of the Greek word, katartidzo. This is an unfamiliar term to us, but it was familiar to the people who received this letter. The doctors knew it because it meant, “to set a broken bone.” To fishermen it meant, “to mend a broken net.” To sailors it meant, “to outfit a ship for a voyage.” To soldiers it meant, “to equip an army for battle.” Warren Wiersbe explains,

Our Saviour in heaven wants to equip us for life on earth. Tenderly, He wants to set the “broken bones” in our lives so that we might walk straight and run our life-races successfully. He wants to repair the breaks in the nets so that we might catch fish and win souls. He wants to equip us for battle and outfit us so that we will not be battered in the storms of life. In brief, He wants to mature us so that He can work in us and through us that which pleases Him and accomplishes His will.
 

God is the God who both shows us His will and equips us to do it. He never gives us a task without also giving us the power to accomplish it. When God sends us out, He sends us equipped with everything we need.
 As Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness…”
How does He equip us? By tracing this word katartidzo in the New Testament, we can discover the tools that God uses to mature and equip His children. He uses the Word of God, prayer, and the fellowship of the local church. He also uses individual believers to equip us, and He even uses suffering to prepare us for later service.
 And this is only something God can do. God alone can bring out the full potential of any believer.

Once God equips us, God employs us. Verse 21 continues, “…may he work in us what is pleasing to him.” God Himself does not do all the work Himself. He chooses to work in us and through us to bring about what is pleasing to Him. As Paul puts it in Philippians 2:12-13,

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.

Notice that we are responsible to work, yet it is God who works in us. Both are true.

He Prayed in Accordance with God’s Aims

Finally we see that he prayed in accordance with God’s aims. Three objectives that appear throughout the book of Hebrews come together at its conclusion. 

First is God’s promise. The resurrection of Jesus is linked with “the blood of the eternal covenant” in verse 20. This phrase comes from two Old Testament texts: Isaiah 55:3 refers to God’s “everlasting covenant” while in Zechariah 9:11 the Lord speaks of “the blood of my covenant with you.” It is interesting to see how the thought of covenant persists to the end. It has been one of the major themes of this epistle.

We can always pray in accordance with God’s promises, for God will always come through. Numbers 23:19 states, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” The obvious answers to the questions are “No.” This covenant God, who is bound to his people in such a strong and eternal relationship, is always true to his word.

Second is God’s purpose, seen in this prayer as His “will.” God’s will is supreme, and the Christian cannot go wrong praying for the accomplishment of God’s will. It is the highest form of prayer to pray, “Your will be done.”
 Yet we are not helplessly passive in this, for as we saw earlier, we are called to do our part in bringing about God’s will. 

God’s covenant is unconditional, as it is based solely upon God’s character and choice. God’s will, however, is conditional upon human response. For example, in 2 Peter 3:9 we read that God “is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance” [kjv]. The Bible is clear elsewhere, however, that not everyone will come to repentance; in fact, large numbers of people will indeed perish eternally. While God is sovereign, He will not violate man’s freedom to choose. Such choices are, in fact, part of His plan.

Third is God’s praise, or His “glory.” The benediction concludes, “May he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” Ray Stedman calls this “the most dynamic, most revolutionary, most life-changing phrase ever uttered by man.”
 Why would he say this? Perhaps he was thinking of 2 Corinthians 3:18, where Paul writes, “And we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” The glory of the Lord is reflected in our lives as we are transformed into the image of Christ. When we display the likeness of Jesus in our lives, we glorify Him—we make Him look good to the world.

What a difference it would make in our lives if we would turn Hebrews 13:20–21 into a personal prayer each day! “Lord, make me complete for every good work to do Your will. Work in me that which is well pleasing in Your sight. Do it through Jesus Christ and may He receive the glory.”

Let us pray.
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