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The Word of the Lord from Hebrews 13: ñSo Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to 
sanctify the people through His own blood. Therefore let us go to Him outside the camp and bear the 

reproach He endured.ò This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

I. City and Country 

Are you a city person or a country person? An urban dweller or rural type? We see this distinction 
all the time. City people tend to be proud of sophistication and conveniences, where country people point 

more toward wholesomeness and simplicity. Around here in Boise, people are largely Romantics about 
city and country: while they enjoy the conveniences of urban life, the city also means congestion, crime 

and crowds; so when they have a chance, many like to get away from it allðescape the city and get into 

the wilderness for some peace and quiet. 
 

Thatôs quite a change from Bible times: there, the goal was to escape the wilderness and get into 
the city. Outside the city in the wilderness, you were on your own; inside the city, there was safety in 

numbers. Out in the wilderness, loneliness with the potential to drive you mad; inside the city, 
community and conversation. Out in the wilderness, robbers and all sorts of wild beastsðyou could meet 

your death and never be heard from again; inside the city, protection and security. Out in the wilderness, 

injusticeðfor there was no law enforcement to right the wrong; inside the city, justice and the 
prosecution of evildoers. Out in the wilderness, you were vulnerable to any raiding party or army that 

came along; inside the city, you were protected by walls and armies. 
 

There was no comparison: the city meant protection, while the wilderness meant danger. Thatôs 

one of the reasons why cities like Jerusalem were so important, because they offered a fortress of 
protection from robbers, wild animals and invading armies. Even when the people of Israel were 

wandering through the wilderness, their camp was a city of sortsða city without walls, but safety in 
numbers. Using some of the commands from our epistle, itôs inside the city that you could count on 

brotherly love, hospitality, respect for marriage and authorities. Thatôs where youôd find civilized behavior: 

outside the city or camp, there were no such guarantees. 
 

The tension between city and wilderness took on spiritual symbolism, too. During the Exodus, at 
the center of the Israelitesô camp was the tabernacle, and that is where God dwelled with His peopleða 

far mightier Defender than walls and armies. God dwelled with them in the Most Holy Place, and His 
presence sanctified and protected the campðthatôs why it was good to be inside the camp during the 

Exodus, because that is where God was to be found. Outside the camp was more than just dangerousðit 

was unclean. Thatôs where you dumped the garbage and dug the potty. Thatôs where the lepers were 
forced to live, lest they bring disease to those inside the camp; and thatôs where those who were unclean 

had to stay until sundown and the start of a new day. Inside the camp: clean and holy. Outside the 
camp: unclean, unholy.  

 

This is where we start to brush up against our epistle from Hebrews 13, and it has to do with 
Godôs commandments for sin offerings in the Old Testament. With sacrifices for sin, the priest would kill 

the bull at the tabernacle, shedding its blood at the entrance to the tent, before the Lord. After the 
sacrifice, the carcass would be taken into the wilderness, to the ash heap to be burned. Thatôs where the 

sacrifice for sin was completed, outside the camp, so that the people inside the camp were forgiven and 
righteous before God.  



 

It was the same later on in Jerusalem, at the temple. The camp of the Israelites was now a city 
with walls, and unclean things were to be cast outside the city. 

 
But there was always an obvious problem with camps and citiesðthe inhabitants were sinful. 

Where God meant cities to be a place of refuge and safety in numbers, the people inside would turn 

against Him and turn that community into a gathering of evil. One obvious example is Mt. Sinai: while 
Moses met with the Lord on the top of the mountain, the people inside the camp were quick to make a 

golden calf, quick to turn to idolatry and immorality. 
 

Another stunning example is Psalm 55. David is in anguish when he writes the psalm, because 
the city is full of violence, strife, evil and oppression. What should be a place of refuge is now a place of 

danger. How dangerous? David wishes for wings like a dove, so that he could fly away and find shelter in 

the wilderness. In the wilderness! Itôs safer among the wild beasts and robbers than inside the walls of 
the city when the citizens rebel against God. 

 
Our Gospel lesson leads us toward one more example. Jesus is eating with the Pharisees on His 

way to the cityðthe city of Jerusalem. This should be a festive occasion, because these religious leaders 

should be rejoicing that the Messiah has come. They should be rejoicing that God has kept His promise, 
that Heôs become flesh in order to save all who will believe in Him. They should be overjoyed that Jesus 

is journeying to Jerusalemðthat, as promised, the Lord is going back into the cityðthe cityðonce more. 
The Lord is returning to His temple. 

 
But they are not overjoyed. Theyôre looking for ways to overthrow Him. They donôt want Him to 

be the Savior. Theyôve made their works into a golden calfðthey believe that their self-righteousness is 

enough to get them into heaven. Jerusalem is ñPharisee-Central,ò so they donôt want Jesus there in the 
city. In fact, just before the Gospel lesson, they tell Him to go away. Jesusô answer is significant. He says, 

ñI must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following, for it cannot be that a prophet should 
perish away from Jerusalem.ò (Luke 13:33) How evil things have become: Jerusalem ought to be the City 

of God, for that is where the temple is. But when the Son of God arrives there, they will arrest Him and 

put Him on trial. They will shed His blood in the Praetorium, but He will not die there. He will be forced 
outside of the walls, crucified on a hill outside the city. 

 
Outside the city is where unclean things and dead things belong, and this is where we 

unexpectedly meet the Gospel. It is no coincidence that Jesus dies outside the camp: that is where the 

sin offering was taken in the Old Testament, and Jesus is the Sin Offering for all. There, He suffers great 
reproach. The mob hates Him and wants Him dead for warning them of their sin and acknowledging that 

He is the Son of God. But the greater reproach is this: God the Father reproaches His Son, condemns Him 
for the sins of the world. Remember: outside the city is where unclean things are, and on the cross God 

declares His Son to be most unclean of all. Outside the city is where dead things belong, and Jesus 
suffers death and hell on the cross. Itôs for you. Jesus is condemned for your sin. He takes on all of your 

uncleanness, all of your reproach, takes your place in judgment and death. Thatôs why youôre a holy child 

of God, because the holy Son of God became most unholy for you. 
 

So our text declares, ñSo Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people 
through His own blood.ò And then it bids, ñTherefore let us go to Him outside the camp and bear the 

reproach that He endured.ò Bear His reproach. Bear His cross. You already do. You have since you were 

baptized, when He joined you to His death and resurrection. Heôs made His cross to be your crossðso 
that you donôt face Godôs condemnation because Jesus already has in your place. 

 
II. No Lasting City 

So where should you be nowðin the city or in the wilderness? The answer is to be with Jesus 
wherever He is found, and He is found where His Word is preached and His sacraments administered 



according to His institution. Thatôs where He is for you. That is certain. That is sure. Not much else is. Not 

much else lasts. Our epistle says as much: ñFor here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is 
to come.ò 

 
We have no lasting city here. We have no sure place of security and safety in this world. We look 

for security in good friends and family, but sin can worm its way in and destroy. Worse, it can lead away 

from Christ so that the friendships and families remain intact, but the people are no longer under the 
grace of God. Many will shipwreck their faith by seeking security in people, not the Lord. God does not 

describe family as a fortress, but a gift in need of protection. The same is true, of course, for things: we 
find security and protection in having enough things. But things get broken or lost or devalued so easilyð

a city of things is no stronghold at all.  
 

When it comes to cities that do not last, we must keep our eyes on the Church, too. The book of 

Revelation describes the Church as young womanðthe bride of Christ. A false church arises and appears 
to be successful and God-pleasing, while the woman is drivenðguess whereðinto the wilderness. The 

Church is found where you donôt expect it, seemingly in danger and under attack. But the Lord cares for 
His bride, and He sustains her in the wilderness until the wedding feast of heaven. It is too easy and 

common today to regard the Church to be healthy as long as the institution looks like it is in good shape, 

but a church is only healthy and alive when Jesus is present with grace within. If Jesus is not present 
thereðif His Word is no longer preached and His Sacraments no longer administered according to that 

Word, then it is a false church, a bad city, no matter how good it appears. There is no security there. 
 

So we have no lasting city here. As long as sinners are around, thereôs no security in this world. 
So no matter what, we stay with Jesusðin the city or in the wilderness. You receive forgiveness by His 

Word and Supper, renewing the grace He gave in your baptism. You offer up the only sacrifice left to 

giveða sacrifice of praise for all that He has done. And you wait the city that is to comeðthe New 
Jerusalem, the City of God. Heaven. We hear of this in Revelation 21:  

 
2And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 

bride adorned for her husband.  3And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Behold, the 

dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God 
himself will be with them as their God. 4He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death 

shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 
things have passed away." 5And he who was seated on the throne said, "Behold, I am making all 

things new." (Rev 21:2-5 ESV) 

 
That city is yours forever, because Christ went outside the camp to the cross and sanctified you 

through His own blood. That city is yours forever, because because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 
 

 


