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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 1:1-3
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The Exact Representation of His Being
Sunday 19 November 2006

Even though we call this book the “letter to the Hebrews” it does not start as do the other NT letters. It is not addressed
to a church and the writer does not tell us who he is. The title “to the Hebrews” was not added until at least 100 years
after the book was written. The book was so obviously written to a church made up of mainly Jewish Christians that the
most natural title was “to the Hebrews”; which is interesting to us as we would have assumed they would have said “to
the Jews”. Abraham was a Hebrew and hence all his descendants are Hebrews but we normally refer to his descendants
as Jews; that is the descendants of the tribe of Judah which of course was the dominant tribe of the 12 tribes of Israel.

We have no idea who wrote the letter. Simply because it has always followed straight after Paul’'s 13 letters many have
made the suggestion that it too, must be from Paul. But this is most unlikely. We know how Paul starts his letters and this
one is not like his others.

Who were the original readers? Well even though we do not know, there are one or two clues in the book. It would seem
that these Jews, although Christian, were still hanging on to Judaism, but they were not living in Jerusalem. The writer
has much to say about the temple, but he writes in such a way that we assume his readers did not have access to the
temple.

The letter was not written to one of the large bodies of Christians in one of the major cities. If it had been we would have
the name of the city. It is most commonly believed that the book was written to a church of Jewish Christians in Italy
sometime in the late fifties or the early sixties, but certainly before the Nero persecution of 64. We say Italy on the basis
of 13:24 where ltaly is mentioned.

This means that the temple was still standing, back in Jerusalem. The priests were still at work. And the writer is
concerned that his readers may drift back to the temple. It is as if these people were asking the question, “Has the
church really replaced the temple?”

The book has much more the feel of a sermon than a letter. Like a good sermon the writer is straight into it - nothing
about “greetings” here.

In the original Greek verses 1-4 forms one sentence. As with all the letters to the churches it was written to be read
aloud. These words were written with a view to them being heard, not seen. Entrance was to be via the ear gate not the
eye gate.

The book opens with the life sustaining statement that God has spoken. So no one can say that God has not spoken.
Our Creator has revealed himself to us. We have not been left in the dark as to where we have come from, and what we
are here for.

Now it may be that you have not heard God. But that is a different thing to saying that God has not spoken. | have not
seen all the planets. But that is not because they are not there for me to look at. They are. The problem is | am not that
interested. | am much happier sleeping through the night than studying the stars.

How often we long to hear from God. How many times have we wished that God would say something to us? Well he
has. All we have to do is pick up his book and read.

Now we only speak to the people we wish to be in relationship with. This week | had a candidate for the next election
knock on my door. He wanted to be in relationship with me to form a sort of friendship. He wanted to be in relationship
with me; all for the one goal, of course, of me voting for him. But, nevertheless, no matter what his goal was, he was
seeking to form a relationship and, the only way to do that, is to speak.

God has spoken because he wants to be in relationship with us. The remarkable thing is each and everyone of us can
have the richest and the most satisfying relationship with God. God has not hidden himself. In fact he has done the
opposite he has spoken to us. He has revealed himself to us.

God speaks or reveals himself in two ways. First what we call general revelation. This is creation. Psalm 19:1 puts it this
way, “the heavens declare the glory of God”. For those willing to listen, the cosmos shouts out the reality of a Creator.

The cosmos is a revelation of who God is. The first thing we say when we see a beautiful painting is, “who painted that?”
At ‘Make and Mingle’ you will come across some beautiful pieces of work, and the first question everyone asks is, “who
made that?”

Nothing self creates, so common sense tells us, that the creation must have a Creator. Denying this is what Paul in
Romans (1:18) calls suppressing the truth. In other words you have to work at denying reality. For instance our
musicians made music this morning. But | could deny that fact and suppress that truth, that reality, by saying no they did
not, they simply mimed and the music we heard came from a CD being played through our sound system.
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In our illustration we have the reality of music. Now the next question is how did it get here? Did it come via the
musicians on the platform or did it come via a CD player. We are meant to keep on investigating until we have the right
answer. And with the creation we are meant to keep on investigating until we come to the right answer as to how it all got
here. The Bible claims that the creation speaks of the reality of God.

The creation may speak of the reality of God but it cannot tell us of the character of God.
But God has not left us with general revelation. He has also spoken directly to us and this we call specific revelation.

Next year Anne and | will be in Paris for a few days. So we thought that we perhaps ought to learn some French. Now we
soon discovered that it is jolly hard work. We got the phrase books and we got a computer program and we got in to it.
And after about a week or so we got out of it. People who have been before have assured us that there are enough
people in Paris who speak our language. We do not have to learn a special language to hear God. He speaks our
language. God has spoken to us in our own language. If God has spoken how silly are we not to listen.

So “in times past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets...” The OT came together over 1,500 years and over
40 writers were involved. God spoke via the story of his dealings with the descendants of Abraham, via the Ten
Commandments, via the prophets who applied the law.

All that God had said in the OT did not add up to all God has to say. Hence Jesus told his hearers that the prophets of
old would have longed to hear what they were hearing (Matt 13:16&17). God had revealed himself via his prophets but
for his final and fullest revelation he sends his Son. God said, "This is my Son, whom | love; with him | am well pleased.
Listen to him!" (Matt 17:5).

We see God in the words of the prophets. We see God in the way he interacted with Israel. But it was at a distance as it
were. It was not close up. Like me you have seen dozens and dozens of photos of John Howard. We see and hear him
on the TV night after night. There is not much we do not know about him. But it is all at a distance. When he came into
our area campaigning | got an invite to hear him speak to a small gathering in Narre Warren. Before he addressed the
meeting he went around the room and said ‘hello’ to everyone present. When you are shaking hands with someone they
are no longer at a distance. And when Jesus came God was no longer at a distance.

“In these last days” is a statement to say that there is nothing more to add. Here is the last day of revelation. God has
nothing else to say. Hence John says in the book of Revelation, “| warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy
of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book” (Rev 22:18).

The preacher then immediately goes on to show just who the Son is, and why it is that there is no more to say after the
Son has spoken.

First of all the Son is the heir of all things. That is the Son is to inherit everything that God owns. If he is the Son of God
then he will obviously inherit all that God possesses.

This means that everything that exists will not find its true meaning until it comes under the control of Jesus. “For by him
all things were created; things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible... all things were created by and for him” (Col
1:16). “All things were created for him”. They were not created for any other reason.

We, for instance, will only have our true identity and function in his kingdom - “I will also give him a white stone with a
new name written on it known only to him who receives it” (Rev 2:17).

In this life we often do not feel as if we fit in, we feel out of sorts, things happen to us that ought not to happen. But this is
not where we are meant to fit in. We are only here temporarily. Here we go through many experiences that knock us
about. But they are all playing their part in bringing us to maturity. They are all playing their part in moulding us into the
person that God is preparing to fit in perfectly to the new creation in the new age.

Now if everything belongs to Jesus and he is in charge of everything it means that he can keep his promises. So when
he says that nothing shall separate us from himself (Rom 8:39) and when he says the day is coming when there will be
no more sadness at all (Rev 21:1) we know he will keep his promises. Not like our political masters who promise this and
that and then are unable to deliver.

When the government said they were going to put a toll on East Link | wrote a letter to our local member expressing my
disappointment. What | got back was a letter pointing out why the government was unable to overcome the obstacles to
paying for the road without tolls. The government was impotent to keep its promises. Not so Jesus.

And we will be his fellow heirs “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children. Now if we are
children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ” (Rom 8:16&17).

Anne and |, as a married couple, are joint owners of all that we have. In other words it is all hers and all mine. It is not
divided up. We do not have half each. If we divorced we would only have half each. But as a married couple we both
have all of it.



An inheritance is all about what we are to receive in the future. It is all future orientated. And that is how God wants us to
live. In the past there was pain, do not live there. In the future there is full-on contentment, live there. Let your mind
spend its time thinking of what is to be, not what was.

Secondly it was through the Son that God made the cosmos.

God brought the universe into being by the agency of his Son. “Through him all things were made, without him nothing
was made that has been made” (John1:3). That which we call general revelation is all his doing. He made everything.

Thirdly the Son is the radiance of God’s glory. In Jesus we see the glory of God. Just as you cannot have the sun without
sunshine so you cannot have God without his Son. It is via the sunshine that we see and experience the sun. Yet the
light from the sun is not the sun and neither is Jesus the Father. He is a distinct person. But he is God just as much as
the Father is God.

The Bible proclaims that God is one. And yet it refers to Jesus as God. For instance when Thomas saw Jesus he said,
“my Lord and my God” (John 20:28). The church was told that when it baptised members they were to be baptised in the
name of the Father AND the Son AND the Holy Spirit.

The church very quickly realised that God is a community of three.

In the early church it took quite some debating before everyone was settled in their mind just what was meant by the Son
being the radiance of God’s glory.

Some talked of God as appearing in different modes. At one time he is God the Father and at another time he is God the
Son and at another time he is God the Spirit. But the church soon said “no” to that notion. Jesus was obviously different
to the Father and he spoke of the Spirit as being someone quite distinct from himself.

God is a community. He is one essence in three beings.

God has to be a community if he is love. You cannot love unless you have someone to love. Therefore in the Godhead
the Father loves the Son and the Spirit and the Son loves the Father and the Spirit and the Spirit loves the Son and the
Father. And they are all one in intention and purpose.

If ever you had a perfect marriage, and by the way there is no such thing, but if you did then the husband and wife while
still being two quite different people would be as one on all issues and would enjoy an intimacy the like of which we can
only dream.

Hence fourthly the Son is the exact representation of his being. Just as an image on a coin corresponds exactly to the
device on the dye so the Son of God bears the very stamp of God's nature. “He is the image of the invisible God” (Col
1:15). He is the exact copy.

God essentially is made manifest in Christ. To see Jesus is to see God. “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father”
(John 14:9).

Jesus put on humanity that we might see divinity. If we are to see God then we have to look at Jesus. The Son
reproduces the precise character of the Father.

If we are to see God then we have to look at Jesus. The Son reveals the precise character of the Father.
No one can see God, no one ever will, he is spirit. Physically the only way we will ever see God is in Jesus.

So we see the nature of God as Jesus forgives those who are nailing him to a cross. And we see the nature of God as he
says to a promiscuous woman with all the embarrassment of red faces “I do not condemn you”, and we see the nature of
God as he hugs or touches a leper who is rejected by everyone else. In their society you only got leprosy by doing
wrong. A bit like getting venereal disease today (Mark 1:40-42).

Fifthly, he sustains all things. Jesus upholds the universe holding it all together so that it will reach its predetermined end.

The Bible knows nothing of a self-sustaining universe. If you thought it was self-sustaining you would have anxiety. It
would worry you that the sun is burning out. That the planet is running down. But the Bible has promised that it will last
as long as it needs to last. "As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day
and night will never cease" (Gen 8:22). But God did not create the perfect machine that runs on endlessly all by itself.
This truth is seen in the human body which can only go on living while God provides life.

We will not understand reality if we do not understand we are dependent beings. Reality is not that the material universe
is solid and the notion of God ethereal and airy-fairy. No, it is the other way around. Jesus is real and this universe has
no more permanence than Jesus gives it. It is held together by him. If he withdraws his power then it all dissolves into
nothingness.

Reality is we are totally dependent on Jesus for every breath we take. Our existence is a gift.
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Sixthly, he has provided purification for sin. And in doing this he has accomplished something no one else was ever able
to do.

What is sin? At the end of the day it is rejection of God. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your
strength and all your mind”. Not to do that is to sin. It is not firstly about morals and crimes. You were created to love God
and not to do so is sin.

By not loving God with all your heart, and all your mind and all your strength you have completely rejected God.

Steve Wynn is a casino owner in the city of Las Vegas. Back in 2001 he bought a Picasso painting. Just recently he was
about to sell it for $180 million. He had a few friends over and was showing them the master piece, Le Reve and as he
was doing so he accidentally put his elbow through the canvas. The purchaser upon hearing the news withdrew his offer
to buy. The damage cannot be undone. The picture is ruined forever. Repairs will be made but it can never ever be the
same again.

On the 2 October Charles Roberts went into a small country class room and shot ten young girls. They were all part of
the Armis community. Five of the girls died and the other five have sustained the most terrible wounds. Some of the girls
will be crippled for life. One family lost two daughters. You would think that the relationship between these parents and
the family of Charles Roberts would be smashed irreparably. But not so. The dead girls’ parents made a warm overture
to the Roberts family. They wanted to repair the relationship and they did. They would not allow the atrocity to destroy
the relationship.

So relationships can be mended and healed provided the hurt one is willing to forgive.

The glory of God is not the glory of shattering power but of suffering love. The creation may rest upon power but our
redemption rests upon sacrifice.

Jeremiah pictures God going to look for Israel’s sins and being unable to find them (Jer 50:20). The guilt of God’s people
has now vanished. Jesus has done his work. And Jesus coves our sin from conception to death. There will be sin you will
commit between now and the day you die and Jesus already knows about them. He has died for our secret sin as well as
our better known ones. Forgiveness will be so rich and full that no one will be able to find our sin. It will be completely
gone. Forgotten.

Jesus will not allow our sins to come between us. He chooses to forget them. Our sin is an affront to him. We have hurt
him. If he did not push them out of his mind they would ruin our relationship.

Lastly he has sat down in the place of honour alongside God. God is spirit and does not have a physical throne. What we
are being told here is that Jesus has the most exalted and powerful position there is in the world. “Therefore God exalted
him to the highest place and given him a name that is above every name that at the name of Jesus every knee should
bow” (Phil 2:9).

The right hand is the exalted side. The priest was never allowed to sit down for two reasons. Aaron was specifically told
to stand when he entered the Holy of Holies, that is God’s presence. One, it would be most inappropriate to sit in God’s
presence and secondly, because the priest's work was not finished. In fact it was never finished.

What we are to know is that this one Jesus is the most exulted person ever.



A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 1:4-14
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Superior to angels
Sunday 26 November 2006

Having made sure we understand who Jesus is. Having made sure we know he is none less than God. He is the
radiance of God’s glory that is he is the way we see God’s glory. God is one but God is a community of three, one
essence but three distinct personalities who are totally at one. And we see the very nature of God when we see Jesus
who is God. Hence he is nothing less than the exact representation of God’s being. We see God himself when we see
Jesus. Hence he is the one who sustains the whole of everything. It is God who sustains all things, and he is God.

All this being so he is obviously superior to angels. We would think the point is hardly worth making. But not only does
our author make it he labours it for some ten verses. In just two verses he brings home to us the fact that Jesus is God
but then he takes ten verses to show that angels are inferior to him.

He goes to seven OT passages to corroborate his argument. Five of these quotations are from the book of Psalms. Even
though he will contrast Jesus with angels, he will equally bring us more evidence that Jesus is God.

There are 108 references to angels in the OT and 165 in the NT. Our Bible has much to say about angels. We know that
they are holy, powerful and wise. They do not have the infirmities of men. They were created before humans, in that they
rejoiced to see the creation come into being (Job 38:4-7). They were created to serve (Heb 1:14) and to worship God
(Rev 5:11&12). Angels are spirits and do not have bodies. Nevertheless they have appeared in human form (Jud 13:3&6)
and in 13:2 we are specifically told to watch out for them. They do not marry and are not able to procreate (Matt 22:28-
30). They were all created simultaneously (Col 1:16&17). They are not subject to death. We know that a third of them are
in total rebellion against God (Rev 12:4). There are a great number of them (Dan 7:10 & Rev 5:11). They are divided into
ranks and are highly organised, we have archangels and we have ordinary angels and we have cherubim and seraphim.

Why does he spend so much time showing us that Jesus is superior to angels? This is not a problem that we have. But it
must have been a problem this Jewish community had.

The Jews lived with a very real awareness of angels. They saw angels at work everywhere. They even believed that
angels were at work on Mt Sinai when God gave the law to Moses. Stephen picks up on this in his speech to the
Sanhedrin, “you who have received the law that was put into effect through angels...” (Acts 7:53) - even though the OT
does not mention this fact.

When Lot was under attack in the city of Sodom it was two angels who saved his life when a mob was so intent on his
death that they attempted to smash down the door of his house in an effort to get him and abuse him (Gen 19:9&10).
The power that saved Lot and his family was angelic power.

When Jacob was returning home to have that awful meeting with his brother Esau we are told that angels met him on the
way, their presence reassured him, he knew at that moment he was not alone whatever the future would bring in the next
day or two, he would not have to face it without help (Gen 32:1-2). It was angelic power that put Jacob’s mind at ease in
the midst of a traumatic situation.

Moses had no doubt at all that it was the angelic army that aided Israel to come out of Egypt (Num 20:16). His language
is very interesting he did not say that God brought them out of Egypt but that God sent an angel to bring them out of
Egypt. The Jews knew that an angel had acted decisively for them in the past. It was an angel who decimated the
Egyptians and so brought to an end 200 years of slavery. It was angelic power that brought Egypt down.

It was an angel who came to Gideon to encourage him at a time when he and his neighbourhood were deeply depressed
because of the oppression of the Midianites (Jud 6:11). The angel, we are told, came and quietly sat down at the place
where Gideon was working. Without angelic power Gideon would never have had his victory over the Midianite army.

Elisha knew what it was to be served by angels. When holed up in the town of Dothan with the Armenian army
surrounding the village, Elisha had no doubt at all that he had the best body guard in the world (2 Kings 6:17). The army
had surrounded the town over night intent on taking Elisha in the new day. When his servant awoke and saw the soldiers
he went into a panic. Elisha quietly prayed that God would open his eyes. All of a sudden the servant saw a great army
of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. With angelic power surrounding him the Armenian troops were never able
to touch Elisha.

When the huge Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem in the days of Hezekiah, the city was in desperate straits. The city
had no hope against this 200,000 army. But in the night, just before the army smashed its way into the city, an angel
moved. When dawn broke 180,000 troops were dead (2 Kings 19:35). The city was saved by angelic power.

When Daniel was placed in the lions’ pit it was an angel who kept the mouths’ of the hungry lions’ shut (Dan 6:22).
Without angelic power working that night Daniel would have been eaten alive.

When Jesus was in the Garden of Gethsemane, drained of all energy and strength, it was an angel who appeared to him
stood alongside him and strengthened him (Luke 22:43). Jesus leant on angelic power that night.
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Jesus had no doubt at all about the strength of angelic power. As he was being arrested Peter was all for a battle. Jesus
said “we are not going to resist but if we were | would only have to mention it to my Father and he would put 12,000
angels at my disposal’. If one angel took out 180,000 troops in one night what sort of power are we talking about with
12,000 angels!

When Peter was in jail, the night before his execution, he was guarded by four squads of soldiers. He was also bound
with chains. An angel turned up and within minutes Peter was a free man (Acts 12:7). Again angelic power at work.

When the ship Paul was on was caught in a mighty storm and everyone thought the ship would go down with a loss of all
hands an angel appeared to Paul to reassure him that he would live (Acts 27:23-25). An angel made sure that Paul and
all on board made it to safety; and that against all the odds.

Within the life of the church there are hundreds of angel stories; far too many for anyone who takes history seriously to
doubt that there must be substance underneath.

Personally | have only one angel story. Back in the early 1980s one of the families in our church developed a healthy
friendship with one of their neighbours. It's a long story but in time the neighbours ended up coming to a church event, |
think it was some sort of home group meeting. The journey towards God had started and as with all these journeys it was
long and complicated, but eventually husband and wife, both in their early 30s, became Christians. Now until this point
they were totally foreign to everything concerning the Christian life. All they understood was that God had forgiven them
and accepted them. They had felt a love the like of which they had never known before. Soon after they met up with
another Christian person, who didn't go to our church | am pleased to say, this person laid in to the poor young wife
pointing out that there was no way Jesus could love anyone who smoked the way she did. The poor woman was
shattered. In something of a daze she went for a walk through the local park. A place she knew well and often walked
through. She sat down on a park bench and in her grief started to cry. She knew the park well and she knew the
neighbourhood and the neighbours well. An old chap walking along the path noticed her weeping and sat down beside
her. She'd never seen him before but felt very comfortable in his presence. He asked her what the problem was. She
blurted out the gist of the story. Gently but firmly he stepped her through the fundamentals of the Christian gospel. He
brought home to her ever so clearly that the love of God is not earned and that God loved her tobacco and all. The grief
lifted, the depression evaporated, happiness washed over her. The old chap smiled and was on his way. Never to be
seen again.

| am a great fan of Charles Spurgeon and he tells this angel story. In his church he had a well-to-do young widower. The
man and his four children were looking for a new home. On the day in question they were being shown around a
prospective house. While the man and the agent were talking and walking slowly the children were running hither and
thither. The house was big and they went racing along one particular dark corridor down behind the kitchen and the
scullery, all of a sudden there in front of them was their mum. She only said two words, “go back”. They raced back to
their dad, but they had not felt afraid or alarmed. They blurted out to dad what just happened. He and the agent quickly
headed to the dark corridor. They found some candles and discovered that if the children had stepped just one step
further than where they had stopped they would have dropped-down into a disused well. Spurgeon was convinced that
an angel had taken the shape of their mother so as not to alarm the children and yet instantly getting their attention.

In the 21 September edition of New Life there was yet another angel story. This one came from New Guinea. It
concerned a family who walked one evening from their village to another village in order to be involved in a Christian
meeting. Much later they headed off home. Somehow or another in the dark their little girl became lost. In spite of the
whole village being out the little girl was not found. The parents returned back to their own village utterly distraught. A
tropical jungle is a very unsafe place at night. It was to be assumed that the girl had been eaten by some creature or
another. But then against all the odds the little girl came walking back into her village with the dawn. She then told her
story. A man had come to her and told her where to sleep and how to cover herself. The man had then pointed her to
the right trail. There was little doubt in anyone's mind as to who the man was.

The name Corrie ten Boom is well known to all of us. This remarkable Dutch woman survived the concentration camp at
Ravensbruck. She tells the story of their being processed and of an angelic presence. Everyone had to undress
completely and then go into a room where their hair was checked. Nothing was allowed into the camp. After a shower
they each had to put on camp wear; thin and shabby garments. Corrie was desperate to take her Bible with her. In the
crowded dressing shed she had been able to wrap it up in a piece of underwear and she shoved it down the front of her
prison dress. However it bulged out rather obviously. As she shuffled forward in the line to be inspected and checked for
contraband she prayed and asked God to be surrounded with an angel so that the guards would not see the bulge. Every
woman was checked meticulously, not a bulge escaped the eyes of the guards. The woman in front of Corrie had hidden
a simple woollen vest under her dress it was picked up and taken from her. The bulge was as nothing compared to that
sticking out under Corrie's dress. Corrie walked before the guards and they didn't pass a comment. They patted down
everyone but for some strange reason they didn't Corrie. And so into that horrible concentration camp went a Bible.
(Angels, Billy Graham, p.90).

In spite of the power and role of angels the church today does not seem to have the problem that this church of Jewish
Christians had. We do not in anyway elevate angels above Jesus. In fact in our everyday lives angels do not figure too
highly at all. Whereas for this Jewish church angels were at the forefront of their thinking hence our author has to bring
forth seven OT passages to show that angels were grossly inferior to Jesus.



These Jews were always in danger of thinking that we need angels to represent us to God and to act as a go-between
between us and God. These people were actually wondering if they needed Jesus with all these angels around. But what
our author wants us to see is that God himself has come to us.

Like a good preacher the author starts this next section by asking a question, “For to which of the angels did God ever
say?” (v5).

His first quotation is from Psalm 2:7 “You are my son, today | have become your Father”. Nothing like this was ever said
to angels. Never was an individual angel called the son of God. (Although angels collectively were on occasions called
“sons of God” (Gen 6:2, Job 1:6 & Job 38:7)).

Psalm 2 was written for the king of God’s people. Neither Israel nor her kings ever functioned as they should have.
Nevertheless Israel’s kings should have been so God like as to seem to be a replica of God or God’s Son. So the Psalm
was pointing forward to another king; a king who would be truly “anointed”, a king who was literally filled with the Spirit of
God. Hence one who is truly the son of God. That is from God. That is of the same nature as God.

The angel Gabriel announced to Mary that her child would be called the Son of the Most High (Luke 1:32). And at his
baptism there was a heavenly voice that used these same words, “You are my Son whom | love, with you | am well
pleased” (Mark 1:11). He has the “name” Son. In their culture your name reveals your essential nature. So Jesus’
essential nature is God.

The second quotation comes from 2 Samuel 7:14, “I will be his Father and he will be my Son”. This comes from Nathan’s
word to king David assuring David that one of his descendants will always be king. And to that son God promises to be a
Father. Now the son in mind was not David’s son Solomon. Solomon was a failure as were all of his descendants.

But that a descendant would come who would be worthy there was no doubt therefore Isaiah was able to say, “For to us
a child is born to us a Son is given and the government will be on his shoulders, and he will be called Wonderful
Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isa 9:6).

And finally Gabriel said to Mary “He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High and he will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, his kingdom will never end” (Luke 1:32).

The last quotation also deals with the fact that Jesus, and Jesus only, has been appointed to rule.

Like a good preacher the author finishes this section as he started, that is with a question, “to which of the angels did
God ever say?” The last quotation comes from Psalm 110:1, “Sit at my right hand until | make your enemies a footstool
for your feet”; the right hand of course being the place of supreme honour.

Originally this Psalm dealt with the enthronement of the king of Israel. In this Psalm king David acknowledges that his
son, and of course a son is always the less to his father, will in fact be his lord. Prince Charles can only ever know his
mother as a Queen. She will always be his sovereign. But king David speaks of his Son being his sovereign. So the day
must be coming when David will be alive during the reign of one of his descendants; an impossibility unless there is a
resurrection.

Having covered what God did not say to angels he moves on to tell us what he did say.

The third quotation comes from Deuteronomy 32:43, “let all God’s angels worship him”. He is one worshipped by angels.
The author has taken this quote from the Greek translation of the passage. The English translation of the passage is not
quite as clear. Because the Son is nothing less than God himself then worship of God can equally be given to the Son.

Now we are told that the angels worshiped him when he came into the world (Luke 2:33). And he will be worshiped
forever by the angelic army (Rev 5:11).

The fourth quotation comes from Psalm 104:4, “He makes his angels winds, his servants flames of fire”. This relates to
the place of angels in the creation. The point is that their place is inferior to that of the Son. While the Son rules, angels
are nothing more than servants. Jesus rules while angels serve.

The fifth quotation is from Psalm 45:6. “Your throne O God will last for ever and ever and righteousness will be the
sceptre of your kingdom. You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness therefore God your God has set you
above your companion by anointing you with the oil of joy”.

This quotation in Hebrews 1:8 opens with the word, “but” so we have a contrast to the impermanence of the angels.
Jesus rules for ever but angels are part of the creation and hence their existence is contingent upon God.

Psalm 45 celebrates a royal wedding. And the words here are addressed to the bridegroom. In the Psalm the king is
addressed as God. Now in Israel the king was always nothing more than God’s vice-regent. But God’'s Son does not
have to be addressed merely as God’s vice regent for he is actually God himself. Here Jesus is made equal with God.

All things created, even angels, are subject to change and decay but God’s throne endures forever. His kingdom will
know no end.
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The sixth quotation is from Psalm 102:25-27, “In the beginning O lord you laid the foundations of the earth, and the
heavens are the work of your hands, they will perish but you remain, they will all wear out like a garment. You will roll
them up like a robe, like a garment they will be changed but you remain the same and your years will never end”.

In the original the point being made was the brevity of our life span when contrasted with the eternal being of God. In
comparison with his own short life, heaven and earth are long lived but even heaven and earth must pass away. They
had a beginning and they will grow old and disappear. As a person in their life time will outlive many successive suits of
clothes so God has seen out the life of this universe. And the Son is the one who created all things (v2) and so will
outlast this universe. And angels are nothing more than created beings.

The conclusion is that Jesus is infinitely superior to angels. Angels do not sit at God’s right hand; angels stand ready to
obey commands. Angels are servants of God.

Now we learn that their service is performed for the benefit of certain humans; those who are the heirs of salvation. They
are the beneficiaries of the angelic ministry because of their close association with the Son. Jesus loves us so much that
he sends to work on our behalf the most glorious part of his creation, the angelic army. And the force of the tense in the
Greek is that they are perpetually being sent that is one after another.

Jesus himself said that these angelic spirits watched over the well being of those who loved God (Matt 18:10). “For he
will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways” (Psa 91:11). And so often they go into action on
our behalf and we are completely unaware of it (Heb 13:2).

Jesus tells us we have to be very careful not to look down on "one of these little ones" (Matt 18:10). The little ones are
Christians. The reason it is all too easy for anyone to look down on us is that we are the most humble people in the
world. It is we who have acknowledged the fact we are sinners. That is the very reason we have turned to Jesus. It is we
who have publicly said we are destitute in spirit (Matt 5:3). It is we who have been baptised to signify the washing away
of our sin. It is we who come month by month to the communion table to indicate that we need the death of Jesus to
cover our sin. It is we who have a sober estimate of ourselves (Rom 12:3).

The ordinary Christians with whom we share life here at this church are in fact being watched over by the angelic hosts
of heaven.

"The angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven". The angels live in the very presence of God. In
antiquity it was a matter of great honour to even be able to see the king once during one's life time. Those who had
regular access to the king would be considered to be the most honoured of all. In the Persian Empire for instance even
the queen could not simply walk in and see the king, she had to be summoned (Esther 1:14). How honoured and exalted
are these angels who have constant access to the throne of God. There they constantly watch God. They watch him in
the way a good servant watches his master. Or the way a waiter watches you in a posh restaurant, always waiting to
receive the next order. These angels are staring at God, lest they miss some direction from God regarding a task they
are to perform on behalf of a Christian. Equally so, the situation of the most insignificant Christian does not go unnoticed
in the highest place of all.

The work of angels is to support and aid the people of God "Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who
will inherit salvation?" (Heb 1:14). But they do not do that at their own discretion. It is God who decides what help we
need and when. The angels do no more and no less than God commands them to do for us.

Jesus is not saying that there is an individual guardian angel for each of us. What Jesus is saying is, the heavenly hosts
are there to serve the people of God.

The fact God is so concerned about the care of his children, that he has a host of angels in his presence ready to be
despatched to their aid demonstrates clearly how valuable believers are and how unthinkable it would be to look down on
one whom God holds so highly. Many Christians look very lowly but we do not see the whole picture. That very
insignificant Christian actually has an army of angels on duty ready to act for his or her welfare.

Anne and | were once at a ministers’ ‘do’ and we ended up on the table of a Salvation Army Officer. A lady now retired.
On one occasion while living in London she needed to go to Ghana. She was to speak at a particular gathering of
Salvation Army people in that land. Assuming no visa was necessary to enter Ghana, seeing it was a Commonwealth
country, she simply bought an air ticket and assumed all was well. On the day she was to travel she arrived at the
customs desk at Heathrow Airport to be told that without a visa she would not be allowed into the country at the end of
her journey and she had better go to the Ghanaian embassy and arrange one. This, she was told, would take some four
days at the earliest and probably longer. She was in something of a panic. This was no holiday. She was speaking in two
days time. The airline was more than happy to rearrange her ticket but she could not fly without a valid visa. Off she went
in a taxi to the embassy. She went straight to the front counter ready to present her need. The person behind the counter
did not even want to know what she had come for. It was "please take a seat". She looked in dismay at the full waiting
room. This was going to be some wait! Just then, a Ghanaian official walked in. He was just coming back from lunch. As
he walked across the waiting room heading for his office he noticed the Salvation Army uniform. He paused and smiled
and said "do you know my grandfather was the first Salvation Army officer in Ghana?" "Then, in that case, you are a
descendant of ..." and she mentioned the man's name. She knew her history of the Salvation Army in Ghana very well
indeed. The official's face lit up. And for the next few minutes they had a most animated talk about the Salvation Army
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and Ghana. As he turned to leave, he asked her what her business was here at the embassy. She told him. "Come with
me" he said. He took her out the back and in literally four minutes gave her the visa she needed. She looked around our
table. "Not four days but four minutes, was not an angel of God there with me?" Yes, an angel was there with her.

But in all this it is not to angels we must look but to the one who sends them.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 2:1-4
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Serious business
Sunday 26 November 2006

The heart of this small passage of the Christian message is of the most importance. It is a message that deals with the
fundamentals of life. To brush this message aside as if it were an insignificant curiosity is to make a fatal mistake.

Last week Anne and | went and saw the film The Queen. The setting is the death of Lady Diana and the reaction of both
the royal household and the government of Tony Blair. As you may remember the Queen was on holidays at her
Scotland country retreat when early on Sunday morning the news was brought to her that Lady Diana had been killed in
a car crash in Paris. The reaction of the royal household to the tragedy was to assume that as Diana was a private
citizen the event had nothing to do with either the palace or the government. The new Prime Minster, Tony Blair, came
very rapidly to a different conclusion. He summed up the mode of the country very quickly and realised that the people
saw Diana as much more than an ordinary citizen they saw her as their princess and were looking to both Queen and
state to provide a royal funeral. The theme of the film is the story of the Prime Minister’s efforts to bring the Queen to see
the importance of Diana to the people. The Queen needed to see that Diana was not simply an ordinary citizen and to
treat her that way was to court a public relations disaster.

The teachings of the Bible are more important than anything else we will ever come in contact with. To push them aside
as irrelevant is to court disaster. It is here, and here only, we find the meaning of life. It is here, and here only, we find
God. ltis here, and here only, we find the doorway to eternal life.

So here is a cry not to let these things slip by. Or to use the language of the text, we are to be careful not to drift away
from holding tight to these great realities.

The picture is of being in a boat and drifting past the landing. Of being carried down stream past the only place that
provides solid moorings.

| remember reading in the Readers Digest many years ago of a chap who went fishing on the river that feeds the Niagara
Falls. They were quietly fishing away, drifting slowly with the gently flow of the river. Many kilometres up stream from the
Falls is a sign that warns boats not to sail any further down stream. As the chap and the lad drifted peaceably by the sign
the lad suggested that they start up the motor and move back up stream. No need for that just yet said the chap. This
boat has the most powerful motor. We will have no troubles pushing back. Now it turned out that this was the first time
the chap had had this boat on the river. A kilometre or so later the river started to markedly pick up speed. It was time to
start up the motor and head up stream. The big motor drove the propeller at a rapid rate and the boat slowly but surely
started to move up the river. But the force of the river was now so strong that the motor had to be driven to within an inch
of its life. The pressure on the pin that held the propeller to the shaft reached such a level that it snapped. The motor
screamed uselessly, and the boat started to career down the river towards the Falls. Well you have all read “dramas in
real life”. The boy was saved and the chap and his boat lost.

The word ‘drift’ also can mean ‘slip’. The thought there is of a ring slipping off a finger to be lost forever.

We have some friends who just, not long after getting engaged, were driving out in the country. They pulled up at a road
house and she nipped into the toilets. She was still at the stage where the ring had to come off even to wash one’s
hands. And so she slipped the ring off, washed her hands, and then headed out to the car to join her fiancé. Some 30
minutes up the highway, and with 50 kms behind them, she felt for her ring only to discover it was gone.

Here is a strong warning that if we turn away from the Christian message our plight is hopeless. It is here that God has
spoken, here and here alone.

There are not many people who are actually against what Jesus had to say, but there are many who simply ignore what
he has to say. And it is those who treat the good news as if it does not matter who are being addressed here.

Last Thursday, when | was in my car, | happened to hear the actress Jane Fonda speaking. She was giving an address
to some group or other here in Australia. She is getting on now, well over sixty, and was reflecting on life. The bit that
caught my attention was her remarks about death. She said you are not living if you are death denying. She claimed you
cannot live properly if you do not take into conscious consideration your death. She was very much against living in such
a way that death is ignored. For her that meant living with no regrets, but for me that means listening to what Jesus has
to say.

There are those who simply drift past Jesus. If we are to know God we must act. It will not happen automatically. We
have to reach out. A response is called for. It is one thing to know the good news it is another to respond to it. Let it not
be said of us “you refused to come to me” (John 5:40).

It is as if the author is saying, “I have told you about Jesus now what are you going to do about it". Knowing about Jesus
is not the issue, responding to him is.
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This is a message to those who have heard the good news and have done nothing about it. You must make a
commitment. Most people do not intentionally and deliberately reject Jesus, most just drift past him. All you need to do to
miss Jesus and all that he has prepared for you is do nothing.

And we who love Jesus, here is a word for us too. We must never be careless about our relationship with Jesus. A
relationship with Jesus has to be worked at. And it is too easy to neglect our relationship. It takes energy to come to
worship and to read our Bible, and to pray.

No one drifts into leadership among God’s people. Paul had to urge Timothy to “fan into flame the gift of God” (2 Tim
1:6). Timothy was the pastor of the church at Ephesus - a responsible and demanding role. A position he would not have
been able to maintain if he had not “fanned into flame the gift of God”. It did not happen automatically.

Ezra was the most senior member of the new community established in Jerusalem following the exile. But how is it that
he had advanced to such a prominent position? We are told Ezra had “devoted himself to the study and observance of
the law of the Lord” (Ezra 7:10). His position was the product of hard work.

No one stays at the same intensity in their relationship with Jesus. Either we are growing more intimate, or we are
drifting. But at the end of this year you will either be closer to Jesus or further away.

We must not let business spoil our relationship with Jesus. We live in the Western world and it is full of action. Even a
quiet walk for some is full of music from the ipod. Our phones are now attached to our belts. And the thought of not
catching the 6 o’clock news almost frightens us. It is as if the world will not cope if we do not know what is happening.

And what is the antidote for letting our relationship grow cold? “We must pay more careful attention to what we have
heard”.

Like the Jews of old we need to remember Deuteronomy 6:5-9 “Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all
your soul and with all your strength. (v6) These commandments that | give you today are to be upon your hearts. (v7)
Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie
down and when you get up. (v8) Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. (v9) Write them
on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates”.

We must be so careful of the familiarity. We have prayed so often, we have read every last verse in the Bible, we have
been to church so many times, there is nothing new in anything the preacher says.

We are Melbournians and for most of us our first look at the Sydney Harbour Bridge was significant. | remember well my
first viewing. | had just turned 15 and this bridge that | had seen a hundred photos of was suddenly there in front of me. |
was overawed. | was on my own. The first thing | did was walk over it and the second thing | did was get the train over it
and in time | even did the Bridge Walk right over the top. But for most of the time now whenever | go to Sydney the
Harbour Bridge is nothing more than one of the ways to get to the northern suburbs.

| need to catch again and again the wonder of that bridge. | must not let familiarity take away from the stupendous piece
of infrastructure that it is.

The author of Hebrews wants us to understand that the good news given by Jesus can be trusted. So he points to the
law. There was no doubt among Jews that God had spoken when the law was given by Moses. The readers of this letter
understood the reality of the law. And we who attend church do too.

When we talk of the law we are speaking of the Ten Commandments. The law from God, and as such, is an expression
of the way things are. The law is not an extra. It is not arbitrary. God did not simply wake up one morning and say, “let’s
have a law that says no stealing”. No, the law puts into writing the reality of the way we were created to function. So
when we go against the law we are going against the way we were created to operate. You were created to be honest.
And when you are honest you are psychologically at peace in a way you can never be while you are stealing or lying.
You were created to be content and will be psychologically at peace when you are not coveting in a way you can never
be while you are envying someone else.

What is more we cannot go against the law with impunity. When you do something wrong the emotion of guilt cuts in,
and guilt hurts. In the film Match Point we have the story of a tennis player who coaches at a very salubrious tennis club
in London. As a result he meets a delightful young woman. She is the daughter of a very wealth family. They marry and
he comes into the family business and wealth. But simultaneously he meets a young American woman and they have an
affair. Both the wife and his lover fall pregnant. The closing scene of the film is set on the day his wife comes home with
the baby. Mum and dad are there and one or two other family members. They are all enjoying morning tea and the new
baby. Everyone is full of joy - everyone except him. There he stands at the back of the room unable to enter into the
delight of the day. He is utterly consumed by guilt.

The obeying of the Ten Commandments leads to a very satisfying and fulfilled life. Just the last one alone if obeyed
brings deep contentment with life. Not to, in anyway at all, envy what others have brings a deep peace. To be happy with
what you have brings deep joy. To live knowing that everything you own is yours legitimately and that you have stolen
nothing is so good for the self-esteem.
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Now the point is if the old law was true how much more so is the good news that Jesus brings? If the consequences for
treating the law with disrespect are great, how much more are the consequences for ignoring Jesus and his good news?

The law was given to the people by Moses and there is no comment in the OT about angels being involved in the
process. But that they were there is taken for granted by both Stephen (Acts 7:53) and Paul (Gal 3:19).

The comparison between the law and the message of good news is further contrasted by the way it came to us. The
good news was brought to us by none other than Jesus. Mark 1:14, “the kingdom of God is at hand”.

Therefore to treat the good news lightly is a much worse thing to do than to treat the law casually. And if one suffers the
consequences of breaking the law then obviously one will suffer the consequences of ignoring the good news.

And what is the good news? That we can be forgiven; that we can have our guilt taken away by the God who created us;
the God who gave us the law. The God who gave us a conscience is the same God who now comes and deals with our
guilt and shame. The God who put the law in place is the same God who puts the means of forgiveness in place.

The good news is that Jesus has come and has dealt with our guilt problem. When he went to the cross, he went there
as our substitute. He willingly owned our guilt. He took upon himself our failure to obey the law. On the cross he knew the
shame and embarrassment that comes with moral failure. On the cross he bore the consequences of failing to be what a
human being should be.

Such was his shame and embarrassment that God covered him in darkness. The sun was blocked out and darkness
covered the land.

But because he has been there we do not have to live in guilt. We can be forgiven.

What would have happened if that character in the film Match Point had heard the good news? Well let’s play it out. He
hears and he believes. His first response would have been to have confessed everything to God. Confession is part of
repentance. In repentance we grieve for the wrong we have done. We come to hate the wrong so badly we long for the
opportunity to go back and fix things up. No matter what the cost.

But our character could not go back. So what does he do? He has to confess the mess to his wife. He must then live with
her reaction. If she can find it in herself to forgive then he is blessed, but if she cannot then he must wear her anger as
part of the cost of the wrong he has done. No matter what he suffers it is small compared to the wrong he has done. And
anyone in true repentance understands this.

No matter where it went with his wife from that point on, he would be a man free from the pain of hiding his wrong. He
would be a man who knew that God had forgiven him.

He would be a man who could live openly. His story would be, “does God forgive?” “Well he forgave me!”

Now that this good news is from God is confirmed by supernatural signs. Jesus performed the most remarkable miracles
that we might know that he was from God.

Following the turning of the water into wine at Cana we are told that “He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put
their faith in him” (John 2:11).

It was after the royal official's son was healed from a life threatening fever that both he had his extended household
“believed” (John 4:53).

And it was after Jesus had fed the massive crowd with just five small loaves of bread and two fish that the people said,
“surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world” (John 6:14).

When Lazarus died Jesus said “I am glad | was not there, so that you may believe” that is believe after they see Jesus
call a dead man from his tomb (John 11:15).

Jesus and the message he brought has been attested to. Supernatural activity does not have to accompany the
proclamation of the good news today. The supernatural activity was extensive during Jesus' life time and during the early
years of the church but that supernatural activity does not need to go on. The good news has been attested to once and
that is enough. But that does not mean the good news is not attested to today. One of the most profound ways in which
the good news is attested is in the way it changes people.

Those who have believed the good news are those who come to love God and those who love God worship him and
serve him. And the millions upon millions of those who do so is ample evidence that the good news is true.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 2:5-9
Beaconsfield Baptist Church What is Mankind?
Sunday 25 February 2007

This short passage is based upon Psalm 8:4-6. So what we will need to do is have a look at Psalm 8 as we find it in the
OT and then see the way in which the book of Hebrews uses it and, from there, we can see what it all means for us.

This is a Psalm about mankind and his place in all that God is doing. We will never understand human beings unless we
see them as God'’s creatures. It is the Bible that gives us the meaning of life.

This Psalm praises God for his fabulous creation and then moves on to see man’s place within it. The Psalm starts by
praising God. It tells us that God is greater than the heavens or the cosmos. Solomon would say later in his great prayer
at the dedication of the temple, “The heavens even the highest heaven cannot contain you, how much less this temple |
have built” (1 Kings 8:27).

The reason the creation, wonderful as it is, cannot exhaust the glory of God is that God is its Maker. So although creation
expresses his glory revealing his existence wisdom and power it is only a partial revelation of God who stands behind it.

| love the music and the lyrics of Leonard Cohen’s songs. To me they are both quite profound and simultaneously
beautiful. | marvel at the poetry and the rhythms. But | marvel more at the man who was able to produce such exquisite
beauty.

The first thing we are told about man is that he is insignificant in the vast framework of creation. Alongside the vastness
of the universe man is as nothing. Alongside the centuries of time our brief life span is as nothing. We come and we go
and what difference does it make? Who knows anything about their grandfather’s grandfather, and so it will be with us. A
few generations on and it will be as if we had never lived. We are but specks in the universe and but blimps in the march
of time.

Last Saturday | made a big decision. | decided to throw out all my old correspondence. | had boxes of them, every letter
of consequence for the last 25 years; a part of my life. | am not sure why | was keeping them - perhaps kidding myself
that my life was somehow worthy of being recorded in history. But then it came to me who on earth would ever sit down
and read all my letters? Not even my kids would do that! So out they went. The truth in the scheme of this world and its
history is that | am simply not significant enough to be remembered. A hundred years from now even my descendents
will not even know | ever lived.

But no matter how the history of this world operates and no matter what we may feel about our insignificance. The truth
is we are very significant. The word “but” should start verse 7. It may seem that when one considers the moon and the
stars one may end up saying as it is put in the Psalm, “what is man that you God are mindful of him?” But the truth is that
God has made us a little lower than himself and crowned us with glory and honour and made mankind ruler of all things.

We are being identified with God, we are being told in other words that we are in his image, and that we reflect God’s
glory.

When it says “a little lower than the angels” it should read “a little lower than God”. The word is not “angels” in the
Hebrew it is “Elohim” the plural word for God. When the Hebrew OT was translated into the Greek they translated the
word “Elohim” with the word for angel which is an acceptable translation. We are speaking of a heavenly being.

The word “angels” is in the LXX which was the translation used by the early church, but the Hebrew simply says
“heavenly ones” and is considered to be a reference to God himself.

But to translate Elohim as God is much stronger and much closer to what we were taught back in Genesis (Gen 1:26)
Then God (Elohim) said “let us make man in our image in our likeness and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the
birds of the air”.

The language of the Psalm is based on the words of God at the time of the creation “let us make man in our own image”
(Gen 1:26).

In this Psalm the palmist is deeply moved as he thinks of the glory and honour that God has bestowed on humans in
making them but a little lower than himself and giving them dominion over the lesser creatures.

David in his Psalm is linking men and women to God being slightly less than God in whose image they are made.

Psalm 8 tells us that God had set his glory above the heavens. So God is greater than anything that he has created. And
now in verse 7 we are being told that we are crowned with glory and honour too.

God is a spirit, the angels are spirits. Animals have no spirit. They have personality and character but they do not have a
spirit. We are half way between we are flesh and we are spirit.
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Now we can end up getting an understanding of ourselves from animals by looking down. We have bodies like them and
can learn much about behaviour from rats. But we are not just flesh and blood and so we should look up and model on
God.

But we have turned our backs on God and if we will not model on him we will end up modelling on animals. We must get
our identity from something so it will either be God or animals. And if we model on animals we will end up doing beastly
things; and in fact worse than animals. When we see ourselves as nothing more than a body we will do things in that
body which should not be done.

So we have lost our glory and honour. We have become selfish and hence less than God like.

In 2003 the Archives of Neurology carried a startling clinical report. A middle-aged Virginian man with no history of any
misdemeanour began to stash child pornography and sexually molest his eight year old stepdaughter. Placed in the court
system his sexual behaviour became increasingly compulsive. Eventually after repeatedly complaining of headaches and
vertigo he was sent for a brain scan. It showed a large but benign tumour in the frontal area of his brain invading the
septum and hypothalamus regions known to regulate sexual behaviour. After removal of the tumour his sexual interests
returned to normal. Months later his sexual focus on young girls rekindled and a new scan revealed that bits of tissue
missed in the surgery had grown into a sizeable tumour. Surgery once again restored his behavioural profile to normal.
Was he responsible for his behaviour? With the tumour was he still himself? (New Scientist, 18 November 2006, p.42,
Article by Patricia Churchland on Freewill.)

Of course he was still himself with the tumour. Of course the man did wrong for which he was responsible when he
touched the young girl. At no point did he become a machine. At no point was he simply an animal responding to instinct.
With the tumour his temptations were much, much greater. But he still knew right from wrong and could have avoided
doing wrong.

There is an article in the current edition of New Life (June 2006) reporting that in Holland paedophiles have formed a
political party. They will be lobbying to have the legal age of consent for sexual activity dropped from the current 16 years
to 12. But they go on to say that their ultimate goal is to have no age of consent at all.

Who is going to protect the children? And when children are abused does God care? When we read of children being so
badly violated that they need to have a colostomy do we think that God is not stirred?

These paedophiles think and act as if it were natural and normal and right to simply follow one’s drives. No it is not. We
are not animals. Animals may follow their instincts but we are more than animals. We can choose to do right and go
against our instincts and base drives.

We have heard much about the soccer in Germany but what we have not heard much about is the fact that the Germans
imported 40,000 young women (teenagers) to care for the sexual needs of the fans. Most of these girls have been
brought from poverty stricken areas of Eastern Europe. They are not there by choice. These girls will be used, abused,
insulted and assaulted by intoxicated fans. Does God care about these girls? (New Life June 2006). Of course he does
and those who use them have done wrong. No matter how strong their sexual urges were. Animals cannot control their
sexual urges, we can.

In the story of the Good Samaritan the priest does what is natural and looks after himself and walks on by the victim
laying broken at the side of the road. And we all know he did wrong. He should have gone against his instincts and put
himself out and helped the one in need. Following his instincts may be animal like but it is not good enough for a human
because we are more than animals.

Moses gave us a law that said if we found an ox wandering at large we have an obligation to rope it in. Bring it home and
feed it until the owner can be found. Now natural instinct would be to leave the ox alone. Roping it in and bringing it home
and feeding it is a lot of work. But Moses would have us go against our instincts and do good. Because we are more than
an animal, we are made in the image of God and care for others at personal cost is what God does.

This Psalm was about humanity in general. The Psalm marvels that God, whose glory fills the skies, would nevertheless
treat lowly humans with such great dignity. But the author of Hebrews treats the Psalm as a statement not about all
humanity but about one human being, Jesus. Psalm 8 is not only a celebration of the significance of mankind it is also a
celebration of one man, Jesus.

Jesus is the Son of Man par excellence who fulfils everything the Psalm celebrates regarding man. Jesus is man as man
was meant to be.

So Jesus is crowned with glory and honour because he suffered death. That is he obeyed his Father and in this is found
human dignity and true honour. In loving us he was God like. In loving us even to the point of death he did just what God
would do. We see Jesus fully glorified when we see him give himself. This is his glory.

When they came for Jesus in the garden Peter lashes out in anger. And in so doing he brings terrible pain to Malchus.
Peter was thinking only of himself. He was selfish and all selfish acts hurt others. Self-love is the essence of evil and it is
animal like. They had come with weapons to take Jesus and they had lights to flush him out. But they did not need either
he steps forward to meet them. He will absorb their evil. No instinctive lashing out.
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And then Jesus reaches out and tenderly touches and heals the ear of one who was working for his death. At the cross
he says, “Father forgive them”.

So Jesus acted as a man was meant to act. He did not respond to his base instincts. He never was selfish. He never
acted as an animal would act. And this was his glory that he always, and constantly, gave himself for others.

In what Jesus did man’s destiny has been recovered. The ultimate cost of man’s lost destiny is death. The cross has paid
that cost. The payment for sin is death (Rom 6:23). If we will act like animals then we must die like animals.

But in his death he has suffered death for all of us. In other words he has been obedient for all of us. Jesus has tasted
death for all of us which means that Jesus died for us and that by taking on himself what was due to us he redeemed us
from the curse of death.

Jesus tasted death, that is he partook of death. By his life and death Jesus will make man what man was meant to be.

Everyone knows that Jesus died, but it takes hearing the gospel or good news to know Jesus’ death is significant for us.
Anyone with two eyes living in Palestine could see that Jesus knew suffering and death. But only those who have heard
the gospel could know that his death was in order to save humanity.

As the opening verse of this section says, he is king of the world to come (v5). We live on earth and have access to its
history. We know that Jesus lived in Palestine and suffered much. In a sense we have seen his life here on earth. But
Jesus is now in heaven and there he is exalted. But we cannot see into heaven. So we can see him on his cross but we
cannot see him on his throne.

So too we can see and experience suffering every day but we cannot see the fantastic future he has prepared for us. We
cannot see Jesus preparing the place for us. But we can hear of it. Now we cannot see Jesus exalted but we can hear of
it. We cannot see the future that lies before us but we can hear of it. And through hearing we believe what we cannot
see.

We do not have our kingdom yet but it is certain to be ours. Jesus has recovered our lost destiny. And now we know
what our destiny is. So we have a glimpse of man’s destiny. Here we see how incredibly significant we are when we see
God’s ultimate intention for us.

The insignificant men and women who make up the church have the most remarkable destiny. The people to whom

these words were written were very insignificant. What the author wants them to see is just how significant they really
are. If only we could see ourselves as we will one day be.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 2:10-18
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The Perfect Pastor
Sunday 22 April 2007

We are told that it was “fitting” that God should make the author of our salvation perfect through suffering (v10); “Fitting”
in the sense of consistent with his character. Here is his love. Whatever it took, whatever it cost, this is the price he would
pay. And if suffering is part of what it takes to bring us into his family then he will suffer. So in the suffering of Jesus we
see the heart of God laid bare. In this action we see what God is like.

By the way the whole of everything comes from God. The way that history has gone was all in his plan. So evil and the
need for a Saviour were all as God had planned it. We would never have seen the depth of the love of God were it not for
evil.

And by the way if you are going to react in love and not hatred in the face of evil done to you then now is your only
opportunity to do so. In heaven there will be no one to hurt you. There loving others will be easy. It is now that it is so
hard and it is now that we must forgive.

There are always those who take it upon themselves to decide what is proper and what is not proper for God to do or not
do. There are those who have worked out what God should be like and what he should do. The Jews of Jesus’ day
certainly did not think that God was anything like him! (1 Cor 1:23). The God they knew would not be so weak or be a
man so pathetic as to end up being executed.

Two images used for Jesus are lion and lamb; two animals that are quite opposite in character and temperament. The
lion is called the king of the jungle. The lion is strong, powerful and afraid of no one. He goes wherever he chooses and
dominates over all the other animals. The lion is loud and scary. The lamb is quite different. He is quiet. No one is afraid
of alamb. He eats nothing but grass. He is timid and when attacked and hurt makes no sound.

You have to see the two images in Jesus to understand who Jesus is. He is a lion in that he is Ruler. Like a lion he fears
no one. He is in complete command. But he is equally a lamb. He is not aggressive. He is not to be feared. He is gentle
and does not kill or attack.

Here Jesus is called the “author” of our salvation (v10). An “author” is someone who produces something. A writer
produces a book and hence is the author of the book. A good government produces a harmonious and peaceful society
and therefore is the author of a decent community. So such a government produces something that others benefit from.

Now the author of our salvation is made perfect through suffering (v10). Obviously Jesus is not less than perfect when
we think of his character and his morals. At this level Jesus was faultless. But he needed to be made perfect for the task
that was his. Jesus is our priest or our pastor. He is the one who prays for us and cares for us and watches over us and
who gave his life for us.

In order to be perfect at that job he needed to live the life we live and to endure the sufferings that come with living in this
world. So he was made perfect vocationally and functionally - but certainly not morally.

He did this, in order that he might be a merciful priest, and pastor to us. Our Jesus is not distant and remote. He knows it
all. In order to be a perfect priest and pastor he needed to live under the conditions that we live under and this he willing
did.

When Paul was seeking to encourage Timothy he said to him, “remember Jesus ...a descendant of David” (2 Tim 2:8).
What Paul was saying was, remember Jesus in his humanity. Remember that wherever you go he has been there before
you. Whatever pressures you feel, whatever temptations you face remember he has been there. Whatever problem you
have to deal with he has been there. He's been hungry and thirsty and overcome fatigue. He’s gone through all the
emotions that there are for us to go through. He has felt everything you will ever feel.

A person who has never had anxiety will never understand what a panic attack is like. A person with a perfect physic has
no concept of weariness and pain. A person with a high 1Q will never understand what it feels like to have difficulty
grasping something. A person who has never lost someone precious will never understand what deep grief is like. A
person who has never been in love will never understand the ache of the lover's heart. Before we can truly sympathise
we must go through the same thing as the other person. And Jesus has lived here on this earth and experienced the full
gamut of emotions and feelings that come to us all (v17). Jesus has been made like us in everyway.

Jesus is made perfect in the sense that suffering joins him completely and emphatically to the human condition. Jesus
fully understands the pressures that drive someone to criminal activity, or to drugs, or to illicit sex. He understands the
pain of broken friendships and loneliness and abandonment. He knows the difficulties of poverty and powerlessness.

He knows what it is to be tempted. He has felt temptation to a degree we never will. The moment you give into

temptation the pressure is off. He never gave in. He knows what it is like to be tempted to selfishness and greed and lust
and pride.
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You can never say this is too much or this is impossible. He has gone through the cross and he did not once lose his
dignity nor did he drop into self-pity or hatred. He is the proof that it is possible.

For him his greatest temptation was to abandon his calling and find an easier life (Matt 4:1-11) and the same temptation
came again at the end. There is nothing he wanted more than to find a way out of going to the cross (Mark 14:36). But he
did not give in to the temptation no matter how overwhelming it was.

He joined himself to the human family in order to open the way for us to be joined to his family. And we have now, by
faith, been brought into his family. We are now his brothers and sisters. It is because we are now linked to Jesus and
hence have his status that he is not in the least bit ashamed to call us his brothers and sisters (v11).

We are now in his family. Therefore we can call his Father our Father. We can cry “Abba” (Rom 8:15 & Gal 4:5). And we
are joint heirs with him (Rom 8:17). The Trinity is a family - the Father and the Son and the Spirit. They have been
community forever; a community of love and contentment. And that community has now been opened up to receive us.
We come into the family. We become as precious to the Father as the Son is. We are his fellow brothers and sisters. Or
to use another Biblical picture we are his bride and the Father is our father-in-law. Whatever way we see it we are in the
family, and this family cares for its own.

Jesus is pleased to have you in his family. Jesus loves his family. No one is ever disowned. No one is ever rejected. The
family ties are eternal. “None shall pluck us out of his hands” (John 10:28).

In verse 11 we are being told that we are of the same family as Jesus. But the way Hebrews makes the point is very
beautiful and very reassuring. Jesus is described as the One who makes us holy and we are described as those who are
made holy. Not even “being” made holy but “made holy”. This is what we are. This is our standing. It may not be what we
feel. It may be that we are in many ways unholy. In fact we know we are. But this is the whole heart of the truth, we
become what he is. His holiness is given to us. We are linked to Jesus and all that is his is now ours.

In fact if you do not honestly believe you are pure and clean and forgiven you will not feel confident in the presence of
Jesus. You will be reluctant to go to him and ask of him.

Now verse 14 says that if we are human beings made up of flesh then so too must he be. He too must be born and go
through infancy and childhood, He too must know weakness and pain and death. And die he did a most awful and
disgusting death.

But death was not the last word. Jesus did not deserve to die. He, and only he, had so lived life that the punishment that
death is he did not deserve. But he stood with us. He took our place. He died because he carried our guilt. He went into
the death experience at its maximum. Not only physical death but the terrible death of being cut off from his Father.

But having experienced death he did not need to stay dead. The sacrifice of his life was received by God. The work of
taking away our sins was complete. And his life was given back. When we see Jesus we will see someone with mortal
wounds. He should be dead. But he lives and will live forever more.

If he has died in our place, and he has, then death for us is a non event. We will not even feel the transition at death. We
will not be cut off from the Father at death.

So Jesus has destroyed the power that death has over us. So much so that he removes the fear of death. The fear of
death is the fear of non-being, of emptiness and darkness, of no future. But none of this is true for us. We do not fear
non-being, we do not fear emptiness and darkness we do not fear a non future. We now reach the point of being able to
say, “for me to die is gain” (Phil 1:21).

We have three quotes from the OT pointing out that the Messiah would be one with his people. The first one in verse 12
is from Psalm 22:22. This Psalm is written by a man who has gone through terrible suffering; so much so that he feels
abandoned by God. In the second half of the Psalm the writer gives thanks to God that his troubles are over. But the
writer does not simply thank God at home on his own, he tells us that he went to the temple and publicly thanked and
honoured God there in front of his fellow worshipers and with his fellow worshippers.

This Psalm brings home the truth that we all suffer. Godly people suffer. We live in a fallen world and we will have those
that steal from us and hurt us and abuse us. But equally evil will not last. All evil comes to an end.

In the Psalm the period of suffering ends abruptly for this man. We do not know what his problems were but we do know
that they came to a sudden end and at that point he made it his business to go to the temple and thank God - the temple
in order that others could be in on it, a public celebration. A bit like we have public celebrations for weddings, birthdays
and graduations.

Here Jesus is pictured thanking God that sufferings and sin are coming to an end. But he does it in the presence of his
people. For all eternity Jesus will be praising the Father and he will do it in our presence. He will be making God'’s
goodness known.

When we gather like this for public worship we too are doing the same. We are praising God and we are making God’s
goodness known. And we are doing it in public with others of the same mind.
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“In the presence of the congregation | will sing your praises” (Heb 2:12) so it is as if when the congregation meets, Jesus
joins with his brothers and sisters in singing the praises of God the Father. It is Jesus who leads our praise and is the
chief singer.

The second quote in verse 13 is from the book of Isaiah (8:17). Here Isaiah speaks of the one who puts his whole trust in
God. Isaiah spoke these words to Judah at a time when very few were putting any trust in God. The nation was caught
up with mediums and spiritists and others who could give glimpses into the future. They wanted to see the future in order
to avoid those things ahead of them that they would not be able to handle.

Isaiah was saying there will be so much in the future that you will not be able to handle. You are only human. Do not
even try to be self-sufficient. Rely on God and him alone.

Jesus became a man with all the weakness and limitations that we humans have. And as a weak human being he relied
on his Father for all that he needed. He did not try to see the future.

When Jesus started his three years of ministry there lay ahead of him all sorts of events. He would get caught in a storm
while in a small boat; he would have men try to stone him to death; he would have the authorities try to arrest him; he
would end up in a desert with nothing to eat and so on. Jesus did not want to see the future in order to avoid these
things. They were beyond him and they were not nice events. But Jesus was willing to go into his unknown future
knowing that when he arrived at this or that event his Father would be there for him. Jesus lived relying on God.

Paul did not need to know his future. Just supposing he did. He would not have gone to Philippi. He would have avoided
that place and the jail sentence he would receive there. But he did not for he knew that whatever the future brought God
would be there for him. He was happy to live God dependent.

Jesus was alone and depended solely upon God. While living in the frailty of flesh Jesus exercised faith. We too are
weak and must depend upon God. Jesus has been there before us. Jesus lived in total dependence on God just has we
have to. He was one with us in the experience of being God dependent.

The third quote comes from Isaiah 8:18 and is a reference to Isaiah’s family. The people had ignored Isaiah’s message
but while he went about in Jerusalem he was a living witness to the message God had conveyed through him.

Judah may have decided to live life as if there were no God. But Isaiah and his family were a constant witness to the fact
that there were some at least who knew God.

The life and witness of the church, members of the family of God, was a token to mankind that they had not seen or
heard the last of Jesus. If he represented his people at the right hand of God, they represented him on earth. So Isaiah’s
words about his children are now extended to Jesus’ feelings about his people. And once again his solidarity with them is
affirmed by the use of the word “children”.

Isaiah stood with his two sons. Jesus now does the same. He stands with his family and in doing so makes a statement
about the future. The statement being made is that his church, no matter how weak looking and no matter how frail, will
survive whatever comes.

“Here | am and the children God has given me” (v13) Jesus does not stand separate from his family. Whatever future
Jesus may have we have the same. Only if Jesus’ future is insecure could ours be.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 3:1-6
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Fix Your Eyes On Jesus
Sunday 29 April 2007

Notice how we are addressed. We are his brothers and sisters. We are part of God’s family. He is speaking to the church
when he calls them Jesus’ brothers and sisters. That is us. We are in his family.

And this family is more significant than the biological family of which we are a part. You cannot help but take on some of
the characteristics of the biological family from which you have come. Those who know my father say repeatedly that |
am so much like him. But not only in looks, | have also acquired many of his mannerisms.

But now | am in a new family with a new Father and a new elder brother and it is imperative that | acquire their
mannerisms and their characteristics . | must become more and more like Jesus. | must become more and more God
like.

When | was growing up | could not help but spend all my time with my mum and dad. And being with them all day every
day meant that subconsciously | picked up their values and mannerisms. But now | have to choose to soak myself in
Jesus. | have to choose to read his book every day. | am not going to become like him unless | do.

| need to read again and again the stories of his life. | need to note again and again how he reacted in this and that
situation. | need to note the things he said. | need to let them sink into my being.

And this | notice, Jesus was not into being respectable. In fact he scandalised the respectable folk of his day. He did not
worry too much about doing a bit of work on the Sabbath, or skipping washing his hands before dinner, or sitting around
with girls that everyone knew were into sexual perversion, or going to parties with swindlers, or having a drink or two.

But what he was into was compassion. He was a man who cared desperately for the well being of others. He was kindly
and accepting. He was the sort of bloke a pregnant teenager would feel safe going to. The single mum would not feel the
heat of condemnation in his presence.

How much like Jesus you are shows in how much you care for others, it does not show in how respectable you are.
Model on Jesus and not other Christians!

Now not only are we brothers and sisters of Jesus we are called “holy” brothers and sisters of Jesus. This family is holy.
Yet we all know that all the sins the world has ever known can be found in the church. Holiness is not a human virtue and
we are humans.

There are two ways in which we are holy. First we are holy on the basis of the fact that we have been washed clean. We
are those who are forgiven. We are those whose failures are in the past. We are those whose guilt is now carried by
Jesus. The church is holy not because of the purity of its members, but rather because it was made holy by Jesus, He
sanctified it.

But the church is holy also like the bread on the Lord’s Table is holy. Though quite ordinary it is nevertheless set apart for
holy use and becomes the instrument of the extraordinary purposes of God.

A church is nothing but a collection of sinful people yet it is gathered together by God and led into times of worship and
acts of compassion, and love. Jesus is at work in his church, and so causing the church to do the most remarkable things
by way of acts of love and kindness.

The author of our letter wants us to never forget the dignity with which God has invested us; a dignity which it would be
insulting to God to treat lightly.

We are those who share a heavenly calling. We are those who are citizens of another world. We have spiritual life. And
therefore we do not need the trappings of Judaism. Jesus said “a time is coming and has now come when the true
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks” (John 4:23).
Our religious activities must not be treated as sacred. It is spiritual life we have with Jesus and therefore no external form
should be overly valued.

One night while we were in Paris we went for a walk up to this huge church on a hill over looking the city. We went to see
the view but when we got there we discovered a service was just starting. In we went and sat. The building was awe
inspiring and the singing from the choir of nuns was breathtaking. The dignity and beauty of the occasion and the service
were overwhelming. Did such a service good though it was, in spite of the fact | did not have a clue what they were
saying, make for true worship? Well no. The externals may have been good but worship is what goes on between you
and God. And you do not need a perfect worship service for that to happen.

| was reading an account of a chap called John Livingstone who lived in Scotland in the 17" century. One of the first
sermons he preached was from the book of Ezekiel and the day he preached something very special happened in the
church. God spoke deep into the hearts of so many and for years after people spoke of that Sunday. Now a week later
Livingstone went to another church and preached the same sermon and it was just another ordinary day. Nothing
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happened of a special nature. Livingstone came to the conclusion that is so obvious to us all. It was not the sermon, it
was not the externals that caused something special to happen, Livingstone claims it was the hunger of the people (New
Life, 1 March 2007, p8)

So we are told to fix our thoughts on Jesus (v1) and him alone. What the author wants us to understand is, it is all about
Jesus. What we must do is keep on considering Jesus. We are to gaze on him and from him find our direction in life.

We are to “fix our thoughts on Jesus” (v1). This is the same word that Jesus used when he said “consider the ravens”
(Luke 121:24). He does not simply mean have a look at the ravens, what he means is look at the ravens and understand
and learn the lesson that God is trying to teach you through them. If we are to learn then a detached glance is not
enough.

David saw God because he wanted to see the Lord. He said, “One thing | ask of the LORD, this is what | seek: that | may
dwell in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to seek him in his
temple” (Psa 27:4). This was David’s desire. And he saw much of God because it was his desire.

We would have more peace in our hearts if we spent more time considering him. As we start each new day we need to
be tuned in to what Jesus may have for us. As we go into the day we should have an awareness of his presence. We
should know that he is there no matter what problems we face.

This church was being persecuted and the author wants to lift and encourage the people and he does so by telling them
to take their eyes off the trails and fix them on Jesus their pastor and priest. This was what they needed above
everything else.

What Jesus requires of is us is for us to lift our eyes away from the troubles and distractions around us and focus on him.

The author wants us to put our mind on Jesus and let it remain there. We are to fix our thoughts on him. He is the one
who extends mercy and forgiveness and protection and brotherly care. Jesus is all that anyone will ever need.

Debt, depression, anxiety, pain, grief, rejection, loneliness, failure and barrenness are all part and parcel of life. But we
have a pastor who will stand with us in our pain. We do not have to do it alone.

Consider, Jesus knows that wherever he has allowed you to go it is not without a reason. And consider all that Jesus has
planned for you. Whatever your suffering, it is limited. In fact your suffering is a good spur to stop you getting too
attached to this world.

The letter now turns to Moses because Moses too was an apostle, or envoy, from God and simultaneously a priest.
Moses interceded on so many occasions for his people with God.

Moses was esteemed by the Jews far above any other Jew who had ever lived (Deut 34:10-12). God had protected him
as a baby and God had personally provided for his burial (Deut 34:6) - a quiet burial by God in order that people would
not end up worshipping his grave and his bones.

Many miracles took place under his hand. He was a man to whom God spoke face to face. He was a man who had been
in such an encounter with God that his face shone (Ex 34:29). No man was more intimate with God than Moses. For a
Jew steeped in the OT it was impossible to think of anyone closer to God than Moses.

It was Moses’ prayers that saved Israel following their abandoning of God and making the calf made of gold (Ex 32:11).
And Miriam was healed from her leprosy only because God heard Moses prayers (Num 12:13). It was Moses who
believed that God would save his people and hence led them down into the waters of the Red Sea.

Of Moses God said, “When a prophet of the LORD is among you, | reveal myself to him in visions, | speak to him in
dreams. But this is not true of my servant Moses; He is faithful in all my house. With him | speak face to face, clearly and
not in riddles; he sees the form of the LORD" (Num 12:6-8).

Now everyone knew that Moses had been faithful. He had not failed in his work. When it says ‘he was faithful in God’s
house’ this means he was faithful in caring for God’s people. ‘House’ of course means household not building. Hence
Jesus’ household is his church (Eph 2:19).

Great though Moses was his status is still inferior to Jesus (v3). Moses was a servant in the house of God. He was an
outstanding servant. But he was, and is, only ever a servant, an employee.

Jesus however is the owner of the house. It was Jesus who brought the house into being. We belong to Jesus. Moses
was a pastor to the people. And pastors and churches are a means to an end. The end is knowing and enjoying Jesus.
Pastors and churches fail. You may find that your pastor and your church have let you down. So what? They were only
ever meant to be a help to you as you seek to become more intimate with and more Christ like.

Anne and | stayed in Cardiff for the last part of our trip. Cardiff is a two and a half hour bus trip from Heathrow. On the
day we were to start our journey home we got on the bus at Cardiff for the run to the airport. The bus broke down. It was
almost brand new yet it failed. Now if we were going on a bus tour, or if the bus belonged to us, or if the bus was the only
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way of getting to the airport we would have been pretty upset. But it was not that big a deal. Our goal was the airport not
a bus ride. So we simply transferred to another bus. Your pastor is not what it is about, Jesus is.

Moses was the greatest pastor ever. These Jews who made up the church that this letter to the Hebrews was written to
revered Moses. But who is Moses? Simply a pastor, a servant, just another of the many pastors and prophets and
priests who have pointed people to the Messiah. It is with the Messiah we have to do business not those who point us to
him.

The letter speaks of the “hope” of which we boast. We who love Jesus have so much hope that we can have confidence;
confidence to stand at the baptismal pond and declare as a mere mortal sinner that they are now a bother of Jesus and
filled with the Holy Spirit; confidence to stand at the grave side and declare that this deceased one is now in heaven and
has everlasting life. Such confidence and pride does not come out of arrogance it comes out of simple hope; a hope that
is rooted in certainty.

We are also those who hold on to our courage and this we do by being the people Jesus would have us to be. All a
church has to do is be faithful to the will of God. Strong budgets and professional musical teams and fabulous programs
may look good. But the church does not have to “look good”. We do not have to justify our existence. In fact weak
churches with poor music and no programs and falling down buildings may more quickly understand that all the church
has going for it is Jesus.

All a church has to do is represent Jesus. It does not have to look pretty. All it has to do is care for the sick, be with the
grieving, look after the single mums and the widows.

We do not need lots of planning meetings. All we have to do is read the Bible and then act. This is what Jesus did and
therefore he was faithful.

And we need courage to go on being the people of God, being the church when in the eyes of the world at large we look
irrelevant, we look second rate with our inadequate resources, and we look out of touch with our lack of interest in all
things modern. We need courage to go on being Christ-like in humble quiet ways while receiving no applause or public
gratitude.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 3:7-19
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Believe
Sunday 27 May 2007

If you have travelled you know that there are moments of what seem like chaos. Last month Anne and | were at a bus
station in Cardiff waiting for a bus to take us to Heathrow. Our bus arrived but then was unable to proceed due to a
mechanical problem. There were a whole bunch of us not having a clue as to what would happen next or what we were
supposed to do. So what happens, everyone starts talking among themselves as to what is wrong and what will happen
to us. We listened to this theory and that theory as to how on earth the bus company will get us to London. Finally there
was an announcement over the loud speaker. Now this, and this alone, is what we needed to listen to. In fact not to have
listened to the announcement would have been quite dumb.

This letter has been dealing with the supremacy of Jesus, and if Jesus is who he says he is then we had better believe
what Jesus is saying. “So” (v7) if you hear His voice ... do not be so dumb as to ignore it.

The author quotes four verses from Psalm 95. This was a very well known Psalm. In fact every Jew would know the
Psalm intimately because it was always read at the start of each Sabbath day evening service in the synagogue.

Note who the Psalmist acknowledges as the author - none less than the Holy Spirit. That God himself is the author of our
Bible is a given.

The first half of the Psalm was a call to worship, and the second half an exhortation against pulling back from God.

In the history of the world no migration of any people began so well and with such great expectations as Israel’s
migration out of Egypt. They left with wealth (Ex 12:36 & 13:19) and they left with hope. And the message is beginnings
are not what it is all about, but endings. No one had a better beginning than Mark Latham, but his end was nothing to talk
about.

Israel came out of Egypt but hardly any of them ever finished the migration to their new home in Palestine, or as they
knew it, Canaan. And Paul wants us to know that we have the record of these events as an example to keep us from
making the same mistakes they made (1 Cor 10:6).

In the Psalm God calls to his people to not harden their hearts as their forefathers had in the rebellion. When you hear
his voice, do not do what these folk did. It was written some 400 years after the event described to warn the current
generation against making the same mistake. And now a thousand years later the author of the book of Hebrews does
the same, and now two thousand years later we do the same for the warning is still valid and needs to be heeded.

What he means by “hardening” is spelt out by the words “rebellion” and “testing” (v8).

“Rebellion” and “time of testing” translate two Hebrew words which are nothing more than place names, that is, Massah
and Meribah. The stories are recorded in Exodus 17:1-7 and Numbers 20:1-13.

“The rebellion” in mind is the threatened revolt against Moses that took placed at Rephidim when they ran out of water
(Ex 17:2). They accused God of having failed them. They were not willing to wait. They were not willing to trust. They
wanted water and they wanted it now.

And a similar incident took place at a later time at Kadesh some 40 years later, where also the word Meribah is used. So
the Psalm picks up an incident from the beginning and the end of the wilderness period. This was a way of stating that
this was the normal practice. From beginning to end this is what they were like. And their actions were rooted in their
unbelief.

Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11) simply could not believe that they were loved. They had to try and prove that they
were perfect. They were willing to lie to try and show that they were very generous people when in fact they were not.
Their lying was an out working of not believing that God loved and accepted them as they were. They had nothing to
prove, but they could not believe that.

But the climax of their unbelief in God came when they said there is no way that God could or would open the door to
their Promised Land. Even though God had said that is exactly what he would do. But for them it was all too hard. They
had sent in spies to bring back data on the land. And the information was in two columns. There was a list of all the
benefits of living in the land, lists and lists of its wealth and beauty. And there was a list of all the difficulties of taking
possession of the land. Lists and lists of insurmountable problems. God had promised to undertake and see them
through the overwhelming problems. But they were not interested. They doubted that God would come through for them.
It was all too hard (Num 14:20).

These people followed Moses out of Egypt with great enthusiasm. But the moment something went wrong, the moment

they felt the first bit of heat, the moment they were in pain they doubted that God was with them. They honestly did not
believe that God would keep his word to care for them.
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Thousands and thousands crossed the Red Sea and left Egypt. But for so many of them it was simply a matter of being
caught up in something Moses was doing. They followed along and enjoyed the ride. But when it came to the moment of
truth and they had to step over the border of the land of Canaan they were not there. So in the end all the drama of
coming out of Egypt was for nothing. It led nowhere.

These people simply did not believe God was for real. Jesus makes the same point in his story of the five foolish virgins
(Matt 25:12). In the culture that Jesus lived in the wedding ceremony began with the groom and his groomsmen coming
to the bride's home. This was done with lots of laughter and fun. Invariably there would be some in the group with
musical instruments. They would walk across the village making lots of noise, all dressed up in their very best clothes.

The bride and her bridesmaids would then be collected and they would all make their way back across the village,
normally by the longest route in order to receive the good wishes of as many fellow villagers as possible. One of the
traditions was that the bride's family were never told just what time the groom and his men were going to turn up. The
normal practice was to come sometime after dark.

What Jesus does in this parable is compare those who believe that the groom is coming, with those who believe what he
has been saying. In that day all bridesmaids were virgins and hence they are called virgins throughout this story. In our
story the bride, who does not get a mention, has ten bridesmaids. It is their job to escort and care for the bride.

The bridal party knows that sometime that evening the groom and his party will arrive. They do not have a clue when.

Because the procession back to the groom's home was to take place in the dark, lamps were an important part of the
occasion. Basically it was a stick or pole on the top end of which was tightly wrapped cloth. This cloth was then soaked in
oil. When lit a decent amount of light was given off. In time the oil would be burnt off and the flame would go out. Any
burnt bits of the cloth would be trimmed up, the cloth would be resoaked, and the torch relit.

Every member of the wedding party would have a torch. In fact this was the sign to everyone else who was in the
wedding party and who was just a spectator. As the party made its noisy way along the dark streets of the village people
would wake up and poke their heads out of doors and windows. Spectators would wave and shout out greetings but no
one would presume to join the party. The party was made up of those properly dressed, and those with a torch. They,
and no one else.

This bridegroom did not come until midnight. Long before then the bride and her bridesmaids had nodded off to sleep.
They had probably been up since early morning getting ready for the big day. By sunset all would have been in
readiness, it was now only a matter of waiting for the arrival of the groom. It is not surprising that they all dozed off.

Now the bride’s maids had been told that the bridegroom was coming. But some really believed and acted on what they
believed and some did not really believe he was coming, well at least not tonight. Five of these girls work on the
assumption that he was not going to turn up, even though he had said he would. They really did not believe. They knew
they did not have a supply of oil for their torch, but that was not a problem. If he did eventually turn up they would then go
and get some oil. In this they were very foolish.

As it happened they were all fast asleep when the groom arrived. There was nothing wrong with their having a sleep.
Both the wise and the foolish girls were asleep. But the wise girls had different priorities. Before going to sleep they had
made sure they were ready for the arrival of the groom's party. They believed the bridegroom was coming and they acted
accordingly.

The girls woke up and straight away grabbed their torches. We assume that they had burnt down during the evening.
They trim them and then re-oil them. But only five of the girls have any oil. The other five had to go off and try and find
some.

The wedding party moved off while the silly girls were away. Through the streets they went with torches blazing, voices
ringing out with joy and laughter, feet dancing, and hands clapping.

Upon reaching the groom's home all move inside. The door is shut against the night. The week long party is underway.
Then at long last the five lost bridesmaids finally arrive at the door. To us it is incomprehensible that they would not be
allowed in; but not so in that culture. The only ones that belonged at the wedding were those who were a part of the
party. Others, who came knocking on the door, were simply not going to be invited in to the wedding celebrations. These
girls had missed the wedding and there was no undoing that fact.

The five foolish girls simply had not believed and they paid the price.
It is not as if these Jews of old lacked proof. Unbelief is never about having enough proof. They had all the evidence they
would ever need that God was active. But they were still not willing to put their trust in him. If you want an excuse for not

believing you can soon find one.

There will never be sufficient evidence for those who do not want to believe. Jesus said “if they are determined not to
believe then even if someone should rise from the dead they will not believe” (Luke 16:31).
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Those that ever entered the Promised Land were those who had followed Moses out of Egypt and had seen the Red Sea
open. They had seen God in action. They had travelled for a year through the wilderness and seen God provide for them.
And yet deep down inside they still did not believe, when it was time for them to act they simply were not interested. They
did not believe either that the Promised Land was that or that God would see them over the border.

It is easy to accept the truth of the fact that Jesus lived and died. It was easy for those Israelis of old to accept the reality
of the fact that they had actually all walked across the floor of the Red Sea with the water piled up to the side. But
knowing these truths intellectually is different to trusting Jesus personally and committing yourself to him.

To know the story and then not to act on what we know is madness. Knowing the story will do us no good at all, we must
act on what we know.

And getting involved in a church and taking an interest in Jesus is all for nothing if you do not hang in. Oh, it is so good
that you have come to a place of worship and found out about Jesus but it must be more than that, it must be a life of
following him. Starting is great, but finishing is what it is all about.

So do not harden your heart. Do not grow cold. Do not slip away.
It is in seeing others live for God that we are reassured we have made the right decision in following him (v13).

The word “encourage” in the Greek from which we have our translation comes from the root of a word which means to
get alongside and give help. So we are being told to get alongside each other and help each other. And we are to get
alongside those who do not believe and help bring them to the point of believing.

This week | read the story of Dani Cherrie (Pursued 2007). She is the wife of one of our local pastors. At 22 she took off
to see the world. She is very frank and open in revealing the sort of life she lived. She was a pretty selfish sort of soul.
There was not a lot to commend her. She had various relationships, she used drugs and frittered away years of her life.
While travelling through the Middle East she got involved with a Bedouin and fell pregnant to him. A trip to Cairo and a
back yard abortionist, the only type they have in Muslim countries and the baby was gone. At 26 she married the
Bedouin and joined his village on the Sinai Peninsular. Life as the wife of a Muslim was not all that it was cracked up to
be and she eventually came back to Australia and abandoned him. At what point does God say “you are too far gone for
me”. Her story brings out strongly, at no point! Dani discovered a God who forgives and loves. And she believed. And in
believing she tasted the love of God. Her story brought home the truth that so many of us know to be true, it is not a
matter of one day being an awful sinner and the next a perfect saint. We say “yes” to Jesus and we believe that he has
accepted us. But yet we still struggle to live the sort of life he would have of us. We still fall. We still muck things up. We
still fail to get it right and are embarrassed.

Friday night | went to hear an Iranian speak on his conversion to Christianity. He spoke for an hour but there was one
part of his talk that gripped me. In Islam women have a second class position to men. They do not have the same rights
and privileges as the men. This translates into their marriages. This chap had a significant position in the Iranian
government; he was part of the upper classes. Yet he said he treated his wife shamefully. Why wouldn’t he? She was not
his equal. When he became a Christian he took on board a Christian understanding of marriage. He learnt that his wife is
his equal. He learnt that he was to love his wife just as much as Jesus loved him. He leant that one day God would ask
of him how he had cared for this daughter of his. His wife was not just his wife she was God’s daughter and God cared
for her. He had only been a Christian a little while and his wife who did not become a Christian until much later, said what
is wrong, you are so nice to me? As part of his presentation he had some photos. He had one on the screen of his family.
There they were in the traditional black cover-alls. As he was talking, he flipped the button and the next photo came up.
There was an audible gasp from the audience. It was a simple photo of his family, wife and three daughters, in ordinary
clothes. The sense of freedom on the girls’ faces was palpable.

Here are people who “believed” and their lives were changed. They and the people seated around you are a great
source of encouragement (v13). They believed and the results are there for you to see.

There is a real danger of becoming “hardened”. Sin is described as “deceitful”. That is it distorts the reality. Reality is,
there is more to this life than simply these few years we are now living, reality is God is here and loves us.

Every time you say “no” to Jesus you harden your heart a little more. There will come a point where the message of
Jesus will simply not touch you.

You will convince yourself that what the Bible says is simply not true. That there is no need of a Saviour that there is no
sense of being lost, that there is not eternity with God to be had.

Here are words for people on the verge of deciding. It is the same word from God, “don’t harden your hearts”. But it is
more than simply “don’t harden your hearts” it is “today...do not harden your hearts”. Three times in this passage we
have the word “today”. There is something urgent here. He could have used the word “now”. The point is we are referring
to the present moment.

This is the only moment you have for deciding to act. This is your moment for believing.
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DL Moody would often end his messages by telling people to go home and think through what he had said. He was
preaching on Sunday night 8 October 1871. At that time Chicago was the fourth largest city in the USA with a population
of 330,000. And he ended his sermon in this normal way. But at 9 pm that night a small fire broke out in a shed in the
heart of the city. Before the fire brigade were able to get on top of it the fire took hold with incredible ferocity. It was
Tuesday before it was under control and by that time, over 300 people were dead, 90,000 people had lost their homes,
almost a third of the total population. In total 17,500 buildings were destroyed. Between low and no water pressure and
very strong winds the fire brigade were helpless. Some who had been in his meeting on that fateful night died in the fire.
It was the last time he ever invited anyone to go home and think and make a decision later.

You cannot assume that you have tomorrow. This is the only moment you have for deciding. This is your “today”. Your
“today” only lasts as long as your life does and who knows when that will end?

But it is a word full of promise too. It means “now”. You do not have to wait. You can believe right now.

And the issue is still the same (v12). As it was only by believing and following that they could ever enter the Promised
Land so too it is only by believing and following Jesus today that we can enter heaven. Those who did not believe that
God could do it missed out on getting to live in Canaan and those who fail to follow Jesus will miss out on all that he has
promised.

To abandon Jesus would be like those Israelites failing to enter Canaan. The point is we too, like the folk this letter was
written to, have heard the story of Jesus, we have seen the evidence that God is at work in that we have seen the
church, but this is not enough to take us to heaven. We must believe.

God does not want to see any perish he wants everyone to come to him (2 Pet 3:9). And because this is so, God is
constantly warning us of the importance of believing.

The greatest offence we can commit against God is not to believe. If you refuse to believe what he is saying there is
nothing else God can do for you. Your unbelief is an offence to God. God has emotions and we are told he was angry
with their unbelief.

Faith means putting confidence in a promise that only God could keep. It means therefore that no matter what happens

to us no matter how many things go wrong in our life we still believe that Jesus will ultimately bring us through and all will
be well.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 4:1-11
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Rest
Sunday 3 June 2007

This section continues the thrust of the last passage. That is, it is not knowing the good news that does you any good but
believing it. Those who died in the wilderness failed to obtain the goal. They knew all about it but they still did not receive
it. They knew there was a Promised Land to have but they failed to enter it and enjoy it.

What happened to them is a warning to us. The Israelites of old had good news preached to them. But simply hearing
good news is not enough. The Israelites did not appropriate the good news in essence they did not believe the good
news. It is not a matter of knowing what God says but of believing what God says.

Their good news was “The Lord appeared to Abram and said, ‘to your offspring | will give this land” (Gen 12:7). Here is
the promise that they would be given a land of their own. But it did them no good. They simply did not believe.

When it came time to enter the land they simply did not believe that God would see them across the border. They
honestly thought he would abandon them as they dealt with the difficulties of getting into the land. And there were going
to be a few. The tribes living in Canaan were not going to let them come without a fight.

But there was more, they did not really believe the land was that good anyway. What God had promised was not that
fantastic. They believed they would be just as happy back in Egypt.

Their Promised Land was to be a place of rest. That is rest after all the labour of Egypt. The Promised Land was called a
place of rest (3:18).

But the “rest” spoken of in Psalm 95, and quoted here in Hebrews, is not the earthly Canaan. The second generation of
Israelites did enter the Promised Land and therefore the people being spoken to in the Psalm are already living in the
land. So the “rest” on offer must be something beyond the rest that the Promised Land provided. Joshua had led them
into the Promised Land and yet there was still a rest to be had. So the word “rest” was not exhausted by the earthly
Canaan. This means that the promise of entering “rest” still remains open.

Here is a spiritual principle. Rest can be had but only those who believe have it. Going in to the Promised Land brought
rest. They had the rest because they believed. But the Promised Land would not bring rest automatically. They had to go
on believing.

Even though a generation failed to enter the Promised Land the promise of rest is not finished. The author of Psalm 95
still urges his readers not to harden their attitudes but to enter God’s rest. So the promise and the warning are as
applicable in the days of David as they were in the days of Moses. “Today” it is still possible to enter God’s rest. There is
much more rest to be had than that which the Promised Land would provide.

So the “rest” the second generation had when they finally arrived in the land under Joshua’s leadership was not all the
“rest” there was to have. There is much more to the rest that God offers than merely entry into the Promised Land.

If Canaan was the only rest in mind the Psalm would not have spoken of “another day”. The “rest” that Psalm 95 speaks
of was not physical. And it is not to be found in the Promised Land. There is more rest to be had.

There is still a Sabbath for the people of God; our participation in God’s own Sabbath or rest.

Quoting from Psalm 95:11 the rest is called “my rest”. So the rest which is promised is in fact to share in the rest that
God himself enjoys.

And that rest is the rest that God had when all his work was finished (Gen 2:2). When the work of creation was over God
rested from all his labours. His task was completed.

In the days of creation we are told that there was a morning and an evening for each day. But for the seventh day there
is no evening. This day never came to an end. The rest of God goes on forever.

God had begun to rest from the moment he had finished his creation. He has never resumed work, so the rest continues.
And this rest may be shared by those who respond to his overtures by believing. God’s Sabbath began the moment
creation’s work came to an end. God’s rest has remained open to his people from the beginning.

That God rested at the end of creating is a signal that the creation is now totally functional, it is perfect, it needs no more
improvement, and it does not need to evolve any further.

God's rest is joyous — Job 38:7. We are told that the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy as
the creation was completed and that joy goes on.

When the creation was finished there was nothing for man to do except enjoy. The park or paradise was meant to be a
place of idyllic recreation and satisfaction. The work bit had been done by God. Man was meant to enter into that garden
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and live in a literal paradise knowing that his Father had finished doing all the necessary work. It was not for him to have
to maintain the creation.

Adam and Eve were truly at rest, in that they relied on God for everything. They had no anxieties, no worries, no pain, no
frustration and no heartaches.

God'’s rest is the rest of finished work. We are invited to enter that lovely sensation of having everything done.

It was Augustine who said, “You have formed us for yourself and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you”.
The deep longings within us which we try to fill in so many different ways can only ultimately be filled when the spirit of
God pours into our being. Ultimately no human mind can be truly and permanently at peace without God.

How much compulsive work, or eating, or ambition, or sex, or drive for more and more possessions is an outworking of
restlessness? How much drug taking and alcoholism is an endeavour to find peace and rest?

So our experience of rest is proportional to our trust in him. If we have entered God’s rest we will cease striving. We will
know that he is our provider and our justifier. The days of self-effort are over. It means the end of trying to please God by
our own efforts. So it means rest in God’s free grace.

God's rest is the gift of peace. “My peace | leave with you” (John 14:27). Jesus said “come to me all you who labour and
are heavy laden and | will give you rest” (Matt 11:28).

Keeping the Sabbath meant that for Israel they could not trust in the works of their own hands or depend totally on their
own abilities. Keeping the Sabbath meant that they were going to rest and if rest then someone else had to be caring.
And the people of God were not simply to have one day of the week they were also to leave their land untouched one
year in seven, (Lev 25:1-7). The Jews of old would wake up on Saturday and literally clap as they got out of bed. This
was their day. All week he would have to be a carpenter, but today he could be a fisherman. All week he had to be a
baker but today he could be a singer. All week he had to be a stonemason but today he could go make toy boats out of
wood. It was a day of freedom.

But the rest and freedom of the Sabbath was only ever enjoyed by those who believed. Those who had doubt that God
really cares needed to work on the Sabbath. Their insecurities drove them to go on working seven days a week. They
were always anxious about not having enough.

To be at rest means most of all to be at peace with God. It means to be free from guilt. It means to feel secure. To be at
rest is to know that we are loved by God. When Jesus cried from the cross ‘it is finished” he forever rested from his
atoning work.

To be at rest is to have a conscience that is at peace. To have a conscience that does not condemn.

We expect so much from others; much more than we consistently give. Is there not something wrong in expecting others
to be perfect while we are less so? If God treated others as harshly as we too frequently treat each other we would be on
the outer. But we remember the harm others have done to us and try as we might we do not want them in our circle. And
forgetting the wrong they have done is just a little bit more than we are willing to do. We remember our hurts and the
ones who have hurt us and we find ways to keep such folk at arms length.

But we can rest in the fact that this is just what God has not done with us. He has said “I will remember their sins no
more” (Jer 31:34). Now, God cannot forget in the sense of not remembering something took place. God cannot simply
make your past disappear. But he can do something with your failures.

He can transfer your culpability to Jesus. So it was he who “was cut off from the land of the living” (Isa 53:8). It was he
who was “rejected” (Isa 53:3). It was he who had to cry out “my God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt 27:46).
He has been the one pushed away.

Scot Peck tells the story of a young woman in the Philippines who claimed that Jesus would tell her whatever she wanted
to know. The local bishop was informed and he thought it prudent to bring the young woman back into line. He invited her
in for an audience and questioned her about some of the things that she claimed Jesus revealed to her. He was failing to
pin her down so he said to her, “ask Jesus to tell you what sins | confessed to him last night”. She went quiet for a
moment, then looked up with a big smile and said, “He does not remember”.

Your offences against God do not equal or come anywhere near equalling his willingness to forgive you, and have you as
a friend. Your rudeness is like a bucket and his willingness to forgive and forget like the Pacific Ocean.

To be at rest is to believe and remember the things God has done in the past. We remember how he has acted on behalf
of his people Israel and we believe that he will care for us also. To be at rest is to not fear. To be at rest is to have total
confidence that God’s power will save us and protect us. To be at rest is to know that he will never fail to support us.

To be at rest is to believe it when Jesus says “l will never leave you or forsake you” (Heb 13:5). It is to believe it when
Paul says, “my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:19).
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It does not mean rest from the hassles of life, but it does mean freedom from being so easily bothered by them. It means
to be inwardly quiet and at peace. It means to be fixed. We know what we believe and are not troubled by every new
issue that comes along.

As David went down to fight his giant he did so knowing that he was not doing something that had never been done
before. He knew that Gideon had gone into battle against 15,000 Midianites. He knew Moses had faced the huge
Egyptian army. He knew Joshua had dealt with Jericho.

He knew God as active and we can know that too.

Being at rest does not mean that the storms are not raging. There is a famous story of an art competition seeking the
artist who could best capture the notion of peace on canvas. One painting depicted the most delightful summers
afternoon in a rural setting. No wind, gentle sunlight, rich meadows lying serenely in the warm afternoon. Another artist
pictured a fierce storm at the seaside. A towering cliff was being pounded by the most enormous waves. Darkness and
thick spray blowing everywhere. The wetness, the wind, the dark all contributed to a picture of ferocious chaos - anything
but peaceful. The artist had captured a small crevice high up in the cliff face and in the crevice was a bird. The head of
the bird was just peaking out. She was safe and sound, sat on her nest quite secure, warm and dry. And this is the rest
that Jesus gives. We are in the storm, the storms will rage but we are as safe as that bird. Peace in the midst of the fury.

Here in the middle of history to rest is not to stop doing things, but it is to have the calm assurance and joy that one’s
labours are, by God’s grace, not in vain. “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Cor 15:58). Or
the gift that the church at Philippi sent to Paul, Paul saw it as not so much a gift to himself but a sacrifice that was
pleasing to God (Phil 4:18). Or the poor widow who slipped two very small coins into the temple treasury. No one
noticed. The temple certainly did not need her pittance. But Jesus saw it and it was pleasing to him (Luke 21:1-4).

Our endeavours to do good do count.

We have no idea how it is that he uses our so very ordinary deeds in the cosmic plan but he does. Somehow when we
give even a cup of water to someone in need it plays its part.

A number of years ago | visited a Christian mission deep in the African bush. It was an isolated and unknown place. Out
there were a short-term volunteer electrician, a short-time volunteer plumber, and a short-term volunteer nurse. These
young men and women had put their careers on hold; they had put on hold building their own homes; they had put on
hold their families. In the face of all the problems that Africa faces what good did their little bit do? | do not know, but this |
know if Jesus is true to his word their labour was counting for something very significant. Others in this world may not
have seen the significances but that does not matter. We rest in the fact that Jesus does.

We rest in the fact that not one of our prayers is lost, or goes unanswered. They are all gathered up and put in the bowl.
They may not be answered immediately but they will be answered. In Revelation they are pictured as being poured down
on the earth and their effect is like the power of bolts of lightening (Rev 5:8 & 8:3-5).

Revelation chapter 8 opens with the statement that “there was silence in heaven for about half an hour”.

The book of Revelation is Apocalyptic literature. It is like a form of poetry in that it uses imagery and is never meant to be
taken literally. As with poetry, and as with the lyrics of a song, it is aiming to speak to the emotions. Literally we might
say, “the house was on fire”. Poetically we might say, “Flames all consuming reached to the heavens, with a heat like
that of the core of the earth, with a roar like that of an atomic bomb the fire was a taste of hell”.

So there was no real half hour of silence. It is the literary way of bringing home how important our prayers are. What was
the last chapter? It was a chapter in which a multitude that no one could number, were crying out in a loud voice and on
top of that “all” the angels were praising God. So we have much, much noise. We are now going to hear about our
prayers and what happens to them when they come before God.

Well the first thing that happens is that all of heaven goes quiet so that God can give them his undivided attention. God
does not really need silence to be able to listen to our prayers. But in this poetical way we are being told our prayers are
so important that God will do nothing else while listening to us. Everything else must be put aside while he listens to our
petitions.

Our prayers are presented to God by an angel who takes them to God on a golden dish. Now again they are not really
taken to God by an angel on a golden dish. But the picture is of them being of incredible worth; so valuable that they are
carried on a golden dish. The best plate there is.

Prayer seems so often a lonely matter and at times even wearying. But we need to know that in some mysterious way
angels are in on our praying. They aid our praying. Here is more of the truth of “are not all angels ministering spirits sent
to serve those who will inherit salvation?” (1:14).

He then, at his time, pours them out on the earth. Not one prayer you have ever prayed has been lost. They may not
have been answered when you thought they should have. They may not have been answered in the way you would have
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chosen. But they are all before God. They all have his attention. And in his good time and not our good time they are
answered.

The angel does not in fact pour our prayers out. He “hurls” down on to the earth. And they come down with peals of
thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightening and an earthquake. What are we being told here? Simply that our prayers cause
things to happen. Our prayers have a powerful effect.

And lastly we rest in the fact that ultimately heaven is our home. It is there that we rest from our labours (Rev 14:13). Itis
there that we know true rest in its fullness.

Israel of old was promised a land and we are promised heaven. And as Israel of old lived with the possibility of missing
the Promised Land so too we must live with the possibility of missing heaven. It was not reached automatically - as the
earthly Canaan could be missed so too can the heavenly Canaan.

The more we trust the more we rest. Trusting people are not fretful people. And the human being at rest is a human
being who believes what God says.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 4:12&13
Beaconsfield Baptist Church The Word of God
Sunday 17 June 2007

Here is a well known verse if ever there was one. “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any two edge
sword”. These Bible’s of ours are very important books. It is the most important book you own. The reading of God’s
word is a very important part of worship. Paul told Timothy “...devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to
preaching and to teaching” (1 Tim 4:13). Preaching is an honouring of the word.

In the last section we were urged not to miss the rest that God has for his people. A rest that we could very well miss if
we failed to believe what God has said. He has spoken and what he has said cannot be ignored with impunity. There is a
cost involved in choosing to ignore what God has said.

The rest God offers is rich and deep. The whole goal of life is to enter into God’s rest; to know that he has accepted us;
to know that he does not reject us; to know that we have a safe and secure eternity; the rest of knowing that he will never
leave us or forsake us; the rest of knowing that he hears our prayers. But there is no other way to enter God’s rest than
by simply believing.

We are given this statement about the word of God in the context of the illustration of Israel failing to enter their land of
rest. When they had reached the borders of Canaan they doubted that God would see them over. So God responded if
they would not believe that he would do as he had promised then they would not have the land. He stated categorically
“not one of them will ever see the land | promised on oath to their forefathers. No one who has treated me with contempt
will ever see it” (Num 14:23). What happened? Well we hardly need to read the rest of the story. If God’s word is true
then they were certain to not go in. And that is exactly what happened.

So what about us? How much to we believe? Are we any better than they? Well the word of God will show us. A sharp
sword can lay open the human body with one slash. So too the word of God can open our inner life and expose it to
ourselves.

When he says the word penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit he means the word has something to say to every
facet of our being. The word is able to speak into the depths of our being. That means the word of God is able to bring to
light the subconscious motives. Paul says the same thing in 1 Corinthians 4:5, “He will bring to light what is hidden in
darkness and will expose the motives of men’s hearts”.

We are not being given information here on the soul and the spirit. We are not being given some sort of psychological
lesson. We are simply being told in poetical manner that the word of God penetrates the human personality to its depths.

The word of God will discern our thoughts and intentions. The word of God cuts deep enough to bring conviction. The
word of God judges our thoughts and attitudes. It gives us something solid to measure against. It is a guide for our
conscience. Left to ourselves we will justify whatever we do as being acceptable. It is the word of God that instructs
otherwise.

The word of God penetrates very deeply and makes judgements about what is there. By judge we mean make an
assessment. We might say what was your judgement of our annual church camp? We do not mean do you condemn the
camp or acquit the camp, we mean what is your assessment of the camp. Was it good or less than good? And the word
of God makes an assessment about us.

Well how does it do this? The word of God is full of promises. Those promises lead to rest. The word of God digs deep
into our being and shows whether or not we believe the promises of God. It pushes past all our defences and excuses
and confronts us with the reality of whether we believe God’s promises or not.

Many years ago William Parry an English explorer was working in the Arctic Circle. He and a crew attempted to go
further north than anyone had been at that time. They made their calculations from the stars and pushed forward on a
treacherous march. They walked hour upon hour and finally totally exhausted they stopped. They had a good idea as to
how much ground they had covered. But on taking their bearings they discovered they were further south than when they
had started. You see they were walking on a huge ice flow that was moving south faster than they were walking north.
According to their frame of reference they had gone a long way north but upon getting a fixed bearing and a correct
frame of reference they discovered they had not gone north at all.

It was no good counting the steps to see how far north they had gone. They needed a fixed reference point to asses their
progress. And when they took their bearing off the stars they discovered exactly where they were.

This is a matter that we live with day by day. Let’s tease this out with something that is giving me grief. As you know we
do not have a youth pastor. We would very much like to have one, someone to care for our young people and our young
families. This is something that | am deeply troubled over. There is so much more we could be doing in this area. For
reasons | do not understand we have not been able to put our hands on a suitable candidate. Now the word of God
judges how much | actually believe what God is saying. Do | believe his word that promises that he will give his people
pastors (Eph 4:11). To the extent | believe, to that extent | have peace. To the extent | fail to believe, to that extent | have
anxiety. The word of God makes an assessment of me. The word of God is fixed. It says categorically that Jesus will
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provide pastors for his church. When | worry over this matter, the word assesses me as not believing, and hence not at
rest.

Or what about the anxiety we feel as to how the church will go in the new building. We are in the midst of a huge building
program. Debt and building designs have been a worry. But even more of a worry is the uncertainty as to how the church
will function away from this very familiar building. Does not the word say “I will build my church”? And if Jesus has
promised to build his church why are we worried about how things will go when we have to leave our current home? The
word of God assesses us. If we are worried about the church and the new building then we are failing to believe the
word.

Let me give another personal one. As some of you are aware on our recent trip Anne and | were robbed. It was a
devastating experience for me. Not simply the loss of the money but the violation and the waves of insecurity that
brought. But what does the word of God say? Is it not something about giving thanks in all circumstances and also
something about all things working together for good! Is the word of God true? To the extent | believe that it is, to that
extent does my anxiety and despair subside. The word of God assesses me. If in these difficult circumstances | know
peace then the word assesses me as believing what God says.

Hand up all those who have never been hurt. Yes we have all suffered. And what happens when we are hurt by another?
We end up with bitterness in our soul. But do we justify it or do we believe the word of God that tells us to “get rid of all
bitterness” (Eph 4:31). Do we believe the word of God that says “do not take revenge my friends but leave room for
God'’s wrath for it is written, ‘it is mine to avenge | will repay says the Lord’, on the contrary if your enemy is hungry feed
him”? (Rom 12:19&20).

To the extent that | have bitterness in my heart the word of God judges me. It shows that | really do not believe what God
is saying, no matter how much | might protest that | do. We sin because we fail to believe and act on what God is saying.
When we think our bitterness is appropriate we are directly contradicting what God is saying.

Also what about our materialism? We live in a very materialistic society. We are bombarded continually with
advertisements to buy this or that. Like it or not we are constantly tempted to love our things, to treasure our things, to
honour and delight in our things. But God’s word says be free of the love of money, be free from the love of all the things
money buys. If we have everything without God we really have nothing and if we have nothing but have God then we
really have everything.

The word of God takes an ordinary moment and makes it a time of crisis and decision. Do we believe or do we not? And
the word of God is sharp and will cut through all our excuses and assesses whether or not we do.

There is a very real conflict going on in all of us between what God is saying and what we think is the best way to act.
And so we think a little colouring of the facts here and there will be the best way, it is my private mind, a little lust is quite
normal, it is only government money they will never miss a little bit. Basically at this point we are believing the promises
of sin. We think the benefits of our way of thinking are greater than the benefits of believing and acting on what God
says. But we need the sharp word of God to show our sin up for what it is.

When we understand ourselves as we really are we will hang on more tightly to God’s grace. When we understand
ourselves as we really are we will know there is always a propensity in us to selfishness and self-centredness. Without
the honest picture that the Bible gives us we will not be humble. And if not humble we will be full of pride and not see our
need of God'’s forgiveness.

Moving on, the word of God is the only safe and solid guide we have as to how to function as a human being was meant
to function. It is God’s word that gives us the truth about how we should act.

Tuesday morning on the radio John Fain interviewed the French philosopher Michel Onfray who is a totally committed
atheist as well as being a public intellectual. His latest book is The Atheist Manifesto. He believes that religion is nothing
more than our way to cope with insecurity and is a whistling in the dark. In particular he said ‘it is our number one way of
dealing with our coming death’. He believes we need to all grow up and abandon religious nonsense. It is his conviction
that religion has brought more harm to mankind than it has good. In particular he had much to say about the church’s
support of the Nazi party in the 1930’s. What do we say to such stuff?

He argues that there is no God out there and God is nothing more than something we have made up. It is all imaginary.

Now just suppose he is right. There is no one out there. We are all on our own. If that is right then on what basis do we
criticise the church for supporting the Nazi party? Who says the Nazis were wrong? Michel Onfray says the Nazis were
evil but on what basis? The Nazis honestly thought they were going to make a better world for their children. They
thought Germany would be a better place under their rule.

Michel was a bit hard in saying the church supported the Nazi party. Some in the church did but many did not. Dietrich
Bonhoeffer did not and died in a concentration camp as a result. Why did Bonhoeffer come to a different conclusion?
Because he read his Bible. It was what the Bible said that drove him to stand against his government. He believed there
was an authority above the authority of what was best for Germany. He believed what the Bible said needed to be
heeded even if Germany were to be the poorer for it.
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Richard Dawkins’ book The God Delusion is another recently published book seeking to prove that there is no God. He is
of course a passionate believer in the concept of natural selection. Everything we see and is, is the product of the
unrelenting evolution from the less developed to the more complex. That this planet is so perfectly suited to the
development and support of life is also nothing more than the product of evolution. He believes that there has not simply
been just this universe but in fact there have been billions of universes. Each one exploding from a big bang expanding
out into billions of galaxies with each galaxy filled with billions of stars and planets. Then in time, that is billions of years,
collapsing back into nothing more than a tiny ball of matter which then explodes back out to make yet another universe.
His theory being that eventually one of those universes would come up with a planet perfectly suited to support life.

He fails to adequately deal with the fact that we have yet to find any concrete proof that no living things evolve into living
things or that less developed life form evolves into more complex life form.

But the most disappointing aspect of his book, which by the way | have not read, is that his world view fails totally to
make life meaningful. In fact it takes away meaning. Everything we make and do is destined to go nowhere. This planet
and this universe are on their way to burning out and collapsing back into nothing more than a small ball of matter. Then
it will all start again but with absolutely nothing of all that we have achieved going forward. So why bother with anything?

What does the word of God tells us? It tells us that the Creator watches over everything. Everything we say and do is

significant. Our good will be praised and our bad judged. But it is all very, very significant. These lives we live are very
meaningful.
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10
A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 4:14-16
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Come to him with confidence
Sunday 1 July 2007

Have you ever wondered why God waited so long before Jesus came into the world? Jesus came to fulfil a particular
task and perform a particular role. But what he came to do and be has to be placed in a context. Without the context his
role and work will not make sense.

He came to be our priest and to offer a sacrifice for our sin. And the story of Israel gives us the context. Israel had a law,
priesthood and a sacrificial system. It is in the life of Israel that we learn how God interacts with mankind. And when we
understand the need and function of sacrifice and priesthood we are then, and only then, introduced to Jesus.

It is not that Israel and its priesthood, and its sacrificial system came first and then Jesus modelled his work on it. No,
Jesus was the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. Jesus was always going to be our priest and to make a
sacrifice for our sin. But before he came we needed to be shown the function, and need of both priesthood and sacrifice.

The OT sacrificial system teaches us much. First the people were not to approach God directly; they had to come via a
priest. Second forgiveness was available but was costly, an animal had to die. Third the covering over of sin and the
resulting forgiveness is external to the people, it is not something they do. It is done for them.

Compared to the action at the temple worship at the local church seems a little dull. But just because the action does not
take place in front of our eyes does not in the least take away from the drama of the cross and the sacrifice of Jesus. And
just because we do not see Jesus at work as our priest, does not in the least take away from the fact that he is ever
interceding for us.

We have always needed a priest. We could not function in our relationship with God without one.

The high priest’s job was to once a year on the Day of Atonement, offer a sacrifice for the sins of all the people and then
bring some of the blood of the victim into the Holy of Holies and sprinkle it on the Mercy Seat. The Mercy Seat was the lid
on the box that contained a copy of the Ten Commandments. The box was called the Ark of the Covenant.

Year after year on the Day of Atonement, the blood of the sacrificed animal was sprinkled. The priest could not enter the
Holy of Holies without having first taken the life of the sacrificed animal.

The tabernacle was very beautiful. This huge tent was ornate in the extreme. Massive amounts of gold and the finest
clothes were used in its construction. As it sat there in the desert it would have looked so hopelessly out of place. This
magnificent breathtaking sight stuck out in the wilderness; such beauty in the middle of such bareness.

The tabernacle was of course a symbol of heaven. And the Holy of Holies, the most inner part of the tabernacle was the
place where God symbolically resided.

Israel’s interaction with the tabernacle was a symbolic interaction of the way every human interacts with God. No one can
simply waltz into God’s presence. But that does not mean that we have to stay estranged from God. God appointed a
priest who was allowed into the very presence of God. And when the priest came in he came into the Holy of Holies as a
representative of all the people.

But he could not go in until his sin and the sin of the people had been covered. And the sins could only be covered and
removed by way of a sacrifice. The sins of the people were symbolically transferred to a bull and then the now guilty bull,
which was in essence a sinner, was killed and his body burnt on the altar - the fire of the altar representing the fire of
judgement. With the cost of the sin paid for, the priest was free to enter God’s presence.

The principle is still the same but now it is Jesus the Son of God who gives his life as a sacrifice. Jesus does not take the
blood of bulls and goats into the heavenly temple. Nor does he even take the blood of a mere human. He takes his own
precious blood, the blood of the Son of God. And his sacrifice, his blood covers our sin.

As the Jewish high priest had once a year for centuries, sprinkled blood on the Mercy Seat to cover the people’s sins so
Jesus’ poured out blood once and for all now covers the sins of everyone who believes. For the priests who used the
blood of animals it was an on going business because what they were doing was only ever symbolic. But when Jesus’
life was given and his blood was poured out it was reality. And therefore never has to be done again.

When the high priest entered the Holy of Holies the last thing he would do is sit. In fact he was under obligation to leave
as soon as his work was done. And he dare not return for another year.

Jesus however lives in the very presence of God. He is always there. He is with God above the heavens. That he

"passed through the heavens" calls to mind the ascension as Jesus rose through the clouds and through the sky into
another realm, namely, the presence of God himself.
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Our priest has immediate access to God in heaven day and night. Hebrews 7:25 says, "He always lives to make
intercession for us." After Jesus had made his sacrifice he went directly to where God dwells and he did not have to
leave. He sat down and there he resides. So our priest is always in the very presence of God.

Back in 2:17 we were told that Jesus was a merciful Priest. There we were informed he had lived life under the same
conditions that we live our lives. That is he lived his life in a very ordinary body and like ours it was subject to pain,
weariness and longings. He knows what we go through and so he is very sympathetic. More, he knows that every last
one of us has failed and that we all stand in need.

Our priest and pastor may be none less than God but that does not mean that he has not tasted the pain and difficulties
of living. This point is so important that it is now made again.

Jesus was called a Man of Sorrows. His suffering was considerable. Just think, he was rejected by his brothers, he lost a
very dear cousin in John the Baptist. He was ignored by many, he was rejected by many, he was physically attacked on
more than one occasion, he was betrayed by a friend, he was stolen from by a friend, he was lied about at his trial. His
short life contained so much suffering and sadness. And we must never make light of it.

Jesus knew weakness. He had to experience infancy and childhood, he had to experience the limitations of his body and
its passionate pulls. He had to learn his lessons the hard way just like we had to, and still have to.

Jesus has taken that body to heaven with him. When we are in pain, when we are up against it, he knows exactly how it
feels. Jesus can sympathize with us in our pain and our dying, because he experienced excruciating pain and entered all
the way into death. If you have two pianos in the one room and you strike middle C on the one then middle C on the
other will resonate. Jesus’ body is the same as ours and when our emotions and body give us trouble it resonates with
him.

We need to always be aware that our priest and pastor has an unequalled capacity for sympathising with us in our
sorrows and difficulties. So whenever we are hurt, or troubled, or despondent there is nothing better than to be able to
share our troubles with someone who really cares and understands.

Fredrick Tucker was a high ranking civil servant in the 19™ century Indian government. In 1881 he left the civil service
and joined the Salvation Army to work in their London headquarters. In 1888 he married one of William Booth’s
daughters, Emma. In 1896 the Salvation Army moved him to America. One night in 1903 he was preaching at the
Salvation Army Citadel in Chicago on this topic. After the service a man approached him and told him he did not know
what he was talking about. To speak of a sympathetic Jesus in the face of real pain was nonsense. He then confronted
Fred with these words, “If your wife had just died like mine has, and your babies were crying for their mother who would
never come back, you wouldn’t be saying what you're saying”. That very week Emma, just 43, was killed in a train crash.
Fred was left with six totally distraught children. At the funeral just before the coffin was closed Fred looked down into the
silent face of his wife he was overcome with grief and pain. He looked up at the congregation and said, “last Sunday, a
man told me that if my wife had just died and my children were crying for their mother, | would not be able to say that
Jesus was understanding and sympathetic or that he was sufficient for every need. If that man is here today | want to tell
him that Jesus is sufficient. My heart is broken it is crushed but it has a song and Jesus put it there. | want to tell that
man that Jesus speaks comfort to me today in that | know he understands what | am feeling”.

The thought that God identifies with us in our troubles is a very comforting thought. The thought that Jesus has known
what it is like to feel weak is very reassuring. No one else really knows what you have suffered. No one else knows the
pressures and pains in your life that have affected you and damaged you. No one else knows what bullying you have
suffered. But Jesus does.

It is very important that we know that Jesus was tempted just as we are. It is important to know that he has tasted all the
trials of life that we too have to bear with. But not once did he give in to temptation or to despair. He battled on knowing it
was worth the fight, knowing that much awaited him in heaven.

Now obviously he has not experienced the exact same temptations that we have but he has experienced the essence of
temptation. He knows what it is to battle to do right when everything inside him wants to do otherwise.

Evil people know very little of temptation because they simply give in straight away. They follow their impulses without a
second thought.

When being tempted you will feel in the wrong simply because you want to do wrong and the fact that you want to do
wrong will make you feel distant from Jesus. But this is the very time you need him. Talk to Jesus no matter what horrible
thoughts are going through your head. It is not sin to feel temptation.

Jesus knew first hand the drive of human nature toward sin. He fully understands the pressure of temptation. Jesus has
suffered so much under temptation and it has produced in him great sympathy for us while we are being tempted.

He can sympathize with us in our allurements to sin, because he was tempted. He was tempted to lie to save his life at
his trial, he was tempted to covet all the nice things that Zacchaeus owned, he was tempted to dishonour his parents
when they were more strict than others, He was tempted to take revenge when he was wrongly accused, He was
tempted to lust when Mary wiped his feet with her hair, he was tempted to pout with self-pity when his disciples fell
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asleep in his last hour of trial, he was tempted to murmur at God when John the Baptist died at the whim of a dancing
girl.

Jesus knows the battle. He fought it all the way to the end. And he defeated the monster every time. So he was tested
like we are and the Bible says he is a sympathetic High Priest. He does not roll his eyes at your pain or cluck his tongue
at your struggle with sin.

| was at a funeral last Thursday and in the eulogy the story was told of a particular battle the deceased had had to face.
The incident had taken place some 30 years ago, hence in a time when there were not nearly so many jobs around as at
present. It was also a time when cars were a lot more expensive than they are today relative to our wages. At the time
the chap had three kids in high school and was in his early 50s. This company asked him to perform a certain task. It
was one of those grey areas. Not right but not really wrong. The temptation to do as he was told was enormous but for
him it would have been wrong. But the cost of not capitulating was big. If his job went he did not know just where he
would find another. With the job came a car, the only car in the family and he had no money for another one. As he
fought the temptation to say “yes” and just get on with his job he had the knowledge that Jesus knew what he was going
through and the knowledge that Jesus had felt the same pressures and the knowledge that Jesus had not buckled. It was
heartening to hear that he said “no” and walked out into an unknown future.

By the way it is only Christianity that brings us a God who knows what it is to be human, who is not remote, foreign and
distant.

Tell me, could Jesus have actually sinned? There are those who say, “no way”. If he is God then it is impossible for him
to sin. But he was equally a man. More, if it were impossible for him to sin then he was not really tempted to do wrong.
But whether he could have sinned or whether he could not have sinned we will leave to another day!

God is so full of grace that his throne is called simply that - the throne of grace. We are told that Jesus sits at the right
hand of the Father. And he sits there as his people’s priest and pastor. The throne of God has become a place where
there is never ending mercy. In our time of need we know that there will always be mercy and grace, and kindness, and a
welcome and help.

That we should have access to our Creator is a most wonderful thing. There should always be something of a sense of
awe when we come to pray. Who is worthy to come before God and pray? Well no one. But Jesus has made it possible.
And now any person, no matter how sinful and undeserving may approach God'’s throne.

One of the tasks of a priest is to approach God on behalf of the people. He takes what the people bring, their offerings,
their prayers, their cares, their needs and he takes these offerings into the presence of God. This Jesus does for us. But
when he represents us before God he does not do so dispassionately. He knows what we are feeling, he sympathises
with our weaknesses.

We are told to come to God with “confidence”. In the Greek culture the word was used to denote free and open speech
between citizens. It meant an outpouring of an open heart. It meant to speak one’s mind without hesitation or
tentativeness. This is how we are to come to God.

What this passage encourages us to do is approach God with boldness. This passage stirs us to move beyond tidy nice
polite formal little prayers and come to God with honest heartfelt stresses and strains of real life. We are not to pray like
bureaucrats filling in government forms but like children who cry out in the night with their fears longing to be heard and
comforted by their dad.

Some years ago | was with a man who was dying. He was at home and a palliative care nurse used to call in every few
days. For reasons | do not understand he had not been given the right dose of medication and the day | called in, which
was the day before he died, he was in the most terrible pain. In fact we called for the nurse. But when one of the waves
of pain washed over him he let out some pretty foul language. Now this was a man who loved Jesus, a chap who used to
be active in his church. What do you think? Did Jesus turn his face away because the man was overcome with agony
and swore? No, of course Jesus did not. Jesus understands. He knows we are dust.

As the old hymn “What a friend we have in Jesus” says, “Jesus knows our every weakness”. Do you live in the reality of
that, or do you pretend that Jesus is somehow unaware of your weakness? If we fail to pray we rob ourselves of the
resources God has for us.

Our prayers are a reaction to what we believe about God. That is why we are told, “hold firmly to the faith” (v14) or hold
tightly to what you believe. That is what you believe about Jesus as none other than the Son of God. A true theological
understanding of who Jesus is will empower our prayers.

Here is an offer of help. So next time we are struggling and are feeling the pressure why not ask for help? It is so simple.
Next time you are up against it, know that God’s wisdom and strength are there. Do not simply look for, and rely upon,
human help.

What do you do when you are in trouble? Is this the time when you move away from God because you are embarrassed
at your weakness? But it is for moments like this that we have a priest. He is just the kind of priest we need when we are
in trouble. In him we will find sympathy and mercy and help. He is our priest, use him.
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This is a passage to draw upon next time trouble hits. This is a passage to remember next time you are being tempted. If
we are to get through hard times we need to hang on to what we are being taught in this passage. We come to the
throne of grace, and grace means kindness. When we come to God we are guaranteed to find kindness. Every one of us
needs help. We are not God. We have needs. We have weaknesses. We have confusion. We have limitations of all
kinds. We all need help.

The good news, or the gospel message, is not simply what happens to us if we do not believe. It is also a message about
what happens to us if we believe. We come into a living, vibrant relationship with Jesus. He becomes a constant
companion. He becomes our friend and colleague. He becomes our mentor. Or as Spurgeon put it on one occasion he
becomes our captain. In other words we are not alone on our boat but we have a captain on board who will give
direction.

The good news is not just about being saved from hell it is also very much about having Jesus in your life.
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A Sermon Preached at the Hebrews 5:1-10
Beaconsfield Baptist Church Our perfect priest
Sunday 8 July 2007

The magnificent priestly garments endowed the high priest of Israel with immense dignity. The high priest first donned a
linen tunic as the foundation for his priestly vestments. Over this was placed a robe of blue. Attached to the robe’s hem
were small golden bells that rang musically as he walked.

A richly woven multicoloured sash held the robe in place. Next an apron-like ephod woven of gold threads finely twisted
linen and blue purple and scarlet yarns was worn over the robe, basically an apron. The shoulder pieces of the ephod
each bore a large onyx stone set in gold. The names of the twelve tribes were engraved on the stones - six on one stone
and six on the other in order of birth.

Then fastened to the front of the ephod by golden chains was the breast plate, a nine inch square tapestry of gold, blue,
purple, scarlet and linen that bore four rows of three stones. Twelve stones each engraved with one of the names of the
twelve tribes, all twelve next to the priest’s heart.

Symbolically the priest bore the weight of Israel on his shoulders and the people over his heart.

The priests of the OT were the bridges to God. People could not simply come into God’s presence, so God appointed
certain men to mediate. The high priests’ duties included the presenting of the people’s gifts and sin offerings. A priest’s
main work consisted of offering sacrifices for sin. And a sacrifice is the only way to overcome the alienation created by
our sin. Sin wrecks the relationship which should exist between us and God, and puts a barrier between us and God.

Conscious of their failure and the hurt caused, a person would come to the priest who would gently listen to the
confession of sin. Then symbolically the sin was transferred to an animal, a lamb, or goat, or even a bull. The animal was
then thrust “out” the animal was sacrificed. The animal was destroyed. But that sacrificed animal carried in its body the
failure and guilt, and shame and embarrassment of the sinner. The animal took the place of the sinner. With the animal
rejected and thrust out, killed and destroyed the guilty one was free to come into the presence of God. And once a year
the high priest went into the Holy of Holies and when he went, he went carrying the names of the people. With the animal
on the outer they were free to be on the inner and hence the priest was free to bring them into the Holy of Holies which
he did symbolically as he brought their name in.

The priests also served as social workers and psychologists. Many of them were very gifted counsellors. In dealing with
sacrifice and the need of sacrifice they would be dealing with problems of fear, insecurity, anxiety, guilt and shame.

When someone came with a sacrifice they came equally to confess their sin. They came with a hunger for forgiveness.
They came with a hunger to feel okay again.

As a high priest represents people in their relationship with God it is necessary that the high priest should be a man
himself. And so the priests in Israel were exposed to the same pressures and trials as everyone else in the community.
So a good priest is not simply one who knows all about the rituals that he has to undertake, but one who understands
human nature. A good priest is one who deals gently with people. A good priest is one who understands that people do
not have it all together all the time.

The phrase, “deal gently”, means that there will be a genuine compassion for those who have done wrong and are
repentant. It means having such a sympathy for the wrong doer that the priest is not filled with indignation and revulsion
at the sin confessed. It means not to condone the wrong, but it equally means to understand why someone fell.

The priest was to understand that people are “ignorant and do go astray” (v2). Part of being a human is that we succumb
to irritability, and short temper, and pride, and greed, and lust.

A sacrifice did not take away the tendency to sin and the priest needed to be gentle with those who would come back
again and again. We too know the truth of this. We know we are forgiven, we know that Jesus has made a sacrifice on
our behalf but we equally know that for all this we will end up doing something or other wrong again tomorrow. Every day
we need to pray “forgive us our sins”.

So a priest needed to feel the pressure of raising a family, keeping a busy schedule, dealing with bills, and neighbours,
and donkeys that do not go. He needed to know what it was to be ill, to have a trauma, to get tired and to know aging. He
too was to know what it was to not always have a quick intellect and to sometimes feel stupid; to find some things simply
beyond him, and to make a mistake or two. To have kids that embarrassed him. He too must know what it was to get
depressed, to lose his temper know that his emotional health was not perfect. In fact any priest who was harsh and
judgemental and unsympathetic was one who had outgrown his sense of his own weakness and sin.

Hence of course the priests had to offer sacrifices for themselves. This truth was spelt out in the directions for the Day of

Atonement. It was only after the priest had presented a bullock as a sin offering for himself that he could then sacrifice a
goat for the sins of the people (Lev 16:1-25).
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It is in never forgetting his own sin that the priest stayed compassionate. It was as he remembered his own sin that he
was reminded not to go elevating himself above anyone else.

We do not go to a priest and arrange a sacrifice, but we do go to the communion table and there remember the sacrifice
that was made on our behalf. And we all need to come to that table; pastor, deacons, everyone.

In this passage first we are reminded of the qualifications of a high priest. Which are, he must be able to sympathise with
those whom he represents, and secondly he must be appointed to his office by God. Then we are shown how Jesus
fulfilled these qualifications.

These Jews understood clearly the role and purpose of the OT priest. What this letter is showing is how Jesus fills the
role of priest.

When you employ someone for a job you have on one piece of paper a job description, and on the other the resume of
the candidate. You will go through checking to see that the candidate’s qualifications fit all the required skills necessary
to fulfil the role. This is what is going on here.

The passage then goes on to speak of Jesus’ qualifications to be his people’s High Priest. No one could simply choose
to be a priest. God chose. He called Moses’ brother Aaron to be the first priest, and then stated that only direct
descendants of Aaron could be priests (Ex 28:1).

It was the fact they were chosen for the work that filled the priests with deep humility. They had not earned the role.

Now as Aaron was called, so too was Jesus. He was not a descendant of Aaron, but like Aaron was called directly to the
role. Over the next five verses (5-19) Jesus’ qualifications to be a priest will be given. It is important that we understand
that Jesus did not simply assume the position of our priest.

Firstly God acclaimed him to be his Son (Psa 2:7) and the God who could acclaim that Jesus was his Son also
acclaimed him as a priest. Psalm 110 is a Psalm about the coming Messiah. And in verse 4 of the Psalm we are told that
the Messiah was not only a king but also a priest; but not a priest in the succession of the line coming down from Aaron
but a priest like Melchizedek.

Melchizedek was a priest in the time of Abraham, some 400 years before Aaron. The point is, there were men who
functioned as priests long before Aaron. Melchizedek was the king of Salem. Salem was an independent city state long
before it was incorporated into the political structure of Palestine and then eventually into the state of Israel and under
king David became their capital under the name Jeru-salem.

We know very little of this Melchizedek beyond the fact that he was both king and priest in his city of Salem. He lived
during the time of Abraham and even though the Genesis story line is given over to Abraham’s life we are given a
glimpse of another whose intimacy with God was every bit the equal of Abraham’s. The Bible does not purport to tell the
story of everyone. And there is so much more we would like to know about this chap. But we know all that we need to
know. What the brief appearance of Melchizedek reveals, and this is what the book of Hebrews wants us to understand,
is that long before Aaron there had been others who had served God as priests and this man in particular had been a
king as well as a priest.

The point being the fact that Jesus is a king does not bar him from being a priest. We will have a bit more on all this in
chapter 7.

Jesus’ second qualification is his ability to sympathise with those whose cause he looks after. He sympathises with his
people’s weaknesses because he himself was exposed to all the tests and trials they have endured. The point is that
right now there is at the side of God a man who feels for us and understands our temptations and sorrows. Jesus has an
experiential understanding of the people he is representing.

You do not know until you go. Only those who have fought on a front line in battle know what it is like. | was at a history
lecture the other night which was studying the way in which Victorian Baptist churches functioned during the Second
World War. As part of the lecture certain people who were members of Baptist churches during that period spoke. One
old chap had been whisked out of his nice little youth club and, like thousands of others, into the forces. He found himself
in a medical corps. His unit was posted to PNG and he was part of a field hospital placed just behind the front line. The
enemy were constantly sending snipers forward and to be out in the open too long was to invite a bullet. On top of this
there was regular mortar shelling. He admitted it was pretty overwhelming and terrifying. His role was that of orderly and
one day he was in the operating theatre tent doing all the odd jobs that orderly’s do, when the surgeon handed him the
soldier’s leg he had just amputated and told him to go and bury it somewhere. He said it was at that moment he lost it.
He did as he was told but something inside of him went all funny. He was overwhelmed. He was in shock. He was in an
anxiety attack. Now | have heard similar stories but the only ones who could really understand what he was feeling at the
moment he cracked were those who had been in similar situations. | have not been there. | have not been under enemy
fire, and | have not been pushed to such an extreme point. And only those who have could really understand what that
poor chap was feeling that day in the PNG jungle.

We are now going to be told that Jesus was brought to the point of utter despair. Have we felt we are about to die? Have
we been so pushed to the extreme that we think we are going mad? He had been there. He understands.
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Jesus knew what it was to be pushed to the point of praying with loud cries and tears. What did the author of Hebrews
know that we do not about the life of Jesus? If no more than what we do, then he must be thinking of what Jesus went
through in the garden of Gethsemane. But there is a problem with a straight reading if that is the case. For at
Gethsemane as horror and dismay came over him he prayed for the cup to be taken away (Mark 14:33). Now here in
verse 7 it suggests that his prayers were heard and hence he was saved from death. But we know that he was not.

There is another interpretation. What Jesus was praying for in the garden was not to be saved from dying on the cross.
He knew that was the reason he had come. His death needed to be a sacrifice in which he was killed. But such was the
emotional and physical stress he was under as he was coming to the very day he believed he could literally die there in
the garden. He had reached the point of sweating blood. We are not quite sure what that means other than he was
bleeding. We do know that what he felt in the garden was so bad that for the first time we know he asked his disciples for
help. He asked them to stay with him and to pray for him. At this point he was begging God to give him enough energy to
make it through the night and so live to face his execution. And this prayer was answered. An angel came and
strengthened him.

Or perhaps it was not his last night that was in his mind at all. But whatever was in his mind Jesus was not self-sufficient
and needed God’s help to cope with the things that came into his life. Jesus has been where we are at. He had no one to
lean on but God, and so he knows what it is like to be God dependent. We know that Jesus was heard while in the midst
of his pain and we can know the same.

Jesus suffered much in his short life. He did not rail against what his Father allowed into his life. And the fact he did go
through so many painful experiences that God made no effort to shield him from, means he can really sympathise with
us when we are faced with the mysteries of unanswered prayer. It is good to know that our priest has been there. He was
not whisked out of every stressful situation by some supernatural means.

So at no point can we ever say that it was different for him, that is was easier for him. He would not use supernatural
power to relieve his hunger in the wilderness, and he refused to summon angelic forces to rescue him at the moment of
his arrest.

By the way, let’s say it again, “your sufferings are not sin”. They may make you feel as if you are unworthy and useless.
But look at Jesus he suffered but even as they spat at him, and punched him, and poked fun at him and then crucified
him naked never once did he lose his dignity. He never forgot for one moment who he was - and whose Son he was.

In his book In Search of Lost Time (1922) Marcil Proust tells of a foggy evening in Paris at the end of the 19" century
when a very ordinary working-class man travels to a very expensive restaurant to have dinner with an aristocratic friend a
certain marquis. He arrives early and his friend is late. The staff in judging their client on the basis of a shabby coat and
an unfamiliar name assumed that a nobody has entered their establishment. They take him to the worst table in the
house and are deliberately slow to offer him anything to drink or eat and they do not offer him the normal courtesies.
Some 15 minutes later his friend arrives. Upon entering the restaurant the manager himself steps forward bows deeply
hands him the menu and takes him to one of the nicest tables in the place at the same time offering to take his coat and
extending to him many other courtesies. The moment the manager realises that his earlier customer is an intimate friend
of this member of the aristocracy his attitude to him changes totally. He is instantly and with great deferment ushered
across to the much nicer table. All of a sudden the niceties and courtesies are extended to him. Now we can imagine that
poor chap sitting there, humiliated, suffering, rejected so very much aware of his poverty. But that chap equally knew that
he was the personal friend of a very important man and very soon he will be seen for whom he really is, not simply a
poor man out of place in a posh restaurant but a friend of one of societies most important men.

When we suffer and are rejected and humiliated and put on the outer we too must never forget who we are. We are the
personal friends of Jesus. He is our priest and he has our names on his heart and he sits with God in the highest
heavens as our representative. This is who we are no matter what suffering washes over us.

Jesus was made perfect or fully qualified to be our priest. By “perfect” it means perfectly suited for the purpose for which
it is intended and designed. The word has to do with function. And this is the type of High Priest we need. One who
knows and understands exactly what we are going through.

When we go to Jesus in prayer and express to him our loss and our pain and our breaking heart how great to know that
he says “I know”.

Our priest bears our names on his shoulders. He stands with us. We are always on his heart.
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Now having just mentioned that Jesus is a priest not like the priests who are descendents of Aaron but he is a priest like,
or after, the order of this little known chap called Melchizedek (v6) we would have assumed that the author would have
gone on to tell them who Melchizedek is, and how and why Jesus is like him and the priesthood he fulfilled. But he does
not. He heads off on a digression and only in chapter 7 does he return to deal with Melchizedek.

He tells them that he has some very important things to say about Melchizedek but he feels that they are too sluggish to
be able to take it in. He feels that they ought to be teachers by now and well able to understand what he has to say about
Melchizedek but instead they still need to go over the abc’s of the Christian faith.

Nevertheless he is going to take them through who Melchizedek is and why we need to know him to understand Jesus.
They very well may find it hard to understand but he is still going to give it to them. He was a preacher, and teacher, who
is not going to hold back. The author saw it as his responsibility to pass on what he knew no matter how heavy going.

The elementary truths are the main truth. And we all need to know these elementary truths. We do not need to know all
the technical terms, we do not need to know the depth of it all but we should all be able to give a reason for the hope
within us.

How do you become a Christian? This is the abc’s of the faith. It is an act of the mind. It is an act of faith. It is saying
“yes” to Jesus.

To become a Christian is to admit that you have not lived, nor do live, as God intended you to live. The technical word for
this is repentance. You accept that you are not a perfect person, you accept the truth of the matter that if you were
judged by God’s standards you have simply not loved enough. You have not given enough and you have hurt more
people than you should ever have. Too frequently all we hold in our memories are the memories of those who have hurt
us. But God does not forget the harm you have done to others. So the first part of becoming a Christian is to repent to
God the Father.

The second matter is to believe that Jesus has owned and carried the consequences of your failures when he went to
the cross. To use yet another picture of what Jesus has done think of the Day of Atonement. On that day the sins of the
people were symbolically placed on the scapegoat. This goat was then taken out into the wilderness and left alone to die.
It was rejected and had no place in the community. It was symbolically sinful and had to be pushed away. Jesus has
become our scapegoat. He is the one who has been pushed out of God’s presence. He is the one who has carried our
sin away.

And lastly it is opening your life to the presence of the Spirit of God. To become a Christian you say “yes” to the presence
of the Holy Spirit in your life. You become aware of his presence and seek to do nothing to grieve him.

This is between you and God. It is something that happens in your mind. There does need to be something else and that
is a public statement. This normally happens at baptism. It was Jesus who said that this was the way we would make a
public demonstration of the fact that we were his followers. Jesus did not say you should go to the front of a meeting he
said you should get baptised.

This is the abc’s of the faith. These are the elementary truths.

Now the author of Hebrews feels that these Jewish Christians have been Christians long enough to be beyond the
elementary truths of the Bible story. By now they should have grown to the point where they were eating solid food and
have got beyond milk. They really should have matured beyond needing baby food.

Milk was a common euphemism for the basic elements. Paul used it in 1 Corinthians 3:1 and again in 2:7. Peter too uses
it telling new Christians to lap up the milk that is the basic elements of the faith (1 Pet 2:2).

By telling them that they still need milk he is rebuking them. No adult needs to suck on a bottle of milk like a baby. No
adult sucks his thumb. These images were designed to shock his readers. He is seeking to motivate them. He wants to
goad them into some serious Bible study. He is like the teacher telling the class that they have no hope of passing the
end of year exam, who all the while knows that such put-downs are just what the class needs to get motivated to show
the teacher that they jolly well will pass.

“Slow to learn” or in some translations, “dull” is made up of two words in the Greek “no” and “push” and so literally means
“no push” so someone with no go or a bit thick. And such a person is difficult to teach. If they are to understand just who
Jesus is and all that he is and has done they will need to become a bit more alert.

All children long to be big people. They all long to grow up. And this is natural. Arrested development, whether physical,
emotional, or mental is always a tragedy. But it is possible to have arrested spiritual growth and that is equally a tragedy.
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Here were people who had been Christians for years but still had a very shallow understanding of the faith. And we know
there are Christians who have not moved forward in the last 30 years. We all know folk who do not have much more
understanding of the Bible than a Sunday school kid.

When he says they should be teachers by now he was not necessarily meaning literally. In their culture to say that a
person could teach a certain subject was simply saying they understood the topic.

On the other hand the author may have been desperately serious. This little Jewish church in Italy was entitled to have
more teachers than it had. And | wonder if we too should have more teachers than we have. Why are we always short of
leaders? Why is our denomination short of pastors?

One of the by-products of the Great Awakening was the sudden interest in shorthand. All over England and the Colonies
of the ‘new world’ huge numbers were becoming Christians under the preaching of George Whitefield and John Wesley
among others. New churches were being planted and old ones were filling with new Christians. Pastors had never been
so busy. One of the phenomena of this period in the late 1700’s was the number of church goers who took up using
shorthand in order to take down the sermons they were listening to. These new converts could not get enough teaching
on the Bible.

We would say that in the life of the church there is not much worse than an idle minister who does not prepare his
sermons properly, who does not study his commentaries and work hard to explain, in enjoyable prose, what the passage
is saying. But the next worse thing would have to be a congregation that does not listen diligently. For sermons to do any
good the hearer must work as hard as the preacher. An idle minister is wrong and an idle worshiper is equally wrong. It is
important to work with the preacher. He has prayed about his work and the listener should also pray asking God to bring
home stuff that he wants us to hear. And read and reread the passage being preached on. The sermon has only one
goal and that is to open up a passage of the Bible. No matter what else he has said, or not said, if he has helped you
understand the passage just that little bit more he has done good. If you do not work at studying the Bible you will always
be an infant in the Christian faith.

To understand that Jesus is a priest after the order of Melchizedek is going to bring much enrichment to their lives and
yet he is not sure that they are keen enough to want to do the hard yards to understand.

To understand the role of Jesus as a priest is beyond what we first learn when we start the Christian life it is part of what
he calls the solid food. But they are still on the milk.

The immaturity of this Jewish church is such that he has real doubts as to whether they would be able to appreciate what
he has to say about Melchizedek and the priesthood of Jesus. To understand and appreciate what he has to say about
Melchizedek and Jesus one needs to be on solid food.

To the extent that they do not understand that Jesus is a priest after the order of Melchizedek they have impoverished
themselves.

But this matter of not knowing what the word of God is saying will not only give one an impoverished understanding of
God it will hinder the development of a Godly lifestyle.

Who is it that is mature and on solid food? Well it is those who have been built up, in the course of time and over many
experiences, a standard of righteousness by which they pass discriminating judgement on moral situations as they arise.

The one who continues to feed only on the abc’s is not going to grow, and is not going to have discernment. A small child
will stick anything in its mouth but we adults have a lot more discernment and are very careful about what we put in our
mouths. And so the mature Christian has discernment about what is right and wrong, and what is true and false.

By the way a relationship with Jesus cannot be static. We are either moving forward or moving backward but you are
certainly not standing still. Our author is complaining that he is dealing with a church that has not grown up.

Bible truths must colour our thinking and our actions. There are Christians who have stopped learning years ago and
their behaviour has stopped maturing also.

We would forgive a child for not sharing, and for a temper tantrum, and for having a sulk, but we expect better of adults.

The more we study the word and the longer we follow Jesus the more Christ-like we should become. We should be
different to the way we were ten years ago. We should constantly be ridding ourselves of vices and seeking to achieve
new virtues. Daily a new serenity, and a new nobility should be breaking upon us.

As we grow older we should constantly be growing more beautiful in character. As our faces become less beautiful so
our personality should become more beautiful. As once people were attracted to our physical beauty so now they should
be attracted to our beauty of character. There is no standing still we must constantly be inching forward or whether we
like it or not we will be inching backward.

Mickey Cohen was a flamboyant criminal in the 1950s. At one point he was persuaded to go to an evangelistic meeting.
He took some interest in the message. Hearing this many high profile Christian pastors went out of their way to visit the
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man and spend time with him in order to bring him to Jesus. In time Cohen said “Yes, | will hand over my life to Jesus”.
But as time went on no one could detect any change in Cohen'’s life. Finally someone confronted him. His response was,
“there are Christian football players, Christian cowboys, Christian politicians, why not a Christian gangster?” Here is
another person who has no understanding of what it is to be a follower of Jesus. The conversion experience is
meaningless, if there is no change.

If one is to grow as a Christian it is not simply a matter of understanding the righteousness that Jesus has given us there
will be a hunger to be righteous. We will hunger and thirst after righteousness. We will struggle more and more to bring
our lives into conformity to God’s word.

In Revelation 3:20 we have the famous verse where Jesus says “Here | am! | stand at the door and knock. If anyone
hears my voice and opens the door, | will come in and eat with him and he with me”. Who was this written to? Not people
who do not know Jesus. No, it was written to a church - a church in a wealthy town. The members of this church are
quite well off. These are all folk who know the abc’s. So how is it that Jesus is at the door knocking to come in? In what
way does it mean that he will come in? Surely he is already in? He is wanting these folk to go on beyond the abc’s, he is
dealing with the way they live the Christian life. This is Matthew when he said, “for | was hungry and you gave me
nothing to eat, | was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, | was a stranger and you did not invite me in, | needed
clothes and you did not clothe me, | was sick and in prison and you did not look after me” (25:43). You see for the church
at Laodicea he is not standing at the front door, he is begging at the back door. He stands there as the one in need and
he longs for them to reach out to him and in doing so they will grow in the way he wants them to grow.

Leo Tolstoy wrote a book in 1886 called the death of Ivan llyich. llyich was overwhelmingly concerned with his status. He
lived in St Petersburg in a large apartment well decorated according to the tastes of the day. He worked as a high court
judge and enjoyed his job, chiefly because of the respect it brought him. He had long ago fallen out of love with his wife
and his children. At 45 he developed a terminal iliness. With only weeks to live, he recognised that he had wasted his
time on earth. Everything he had done had been in order to win the respect of others. His life had been led with the goal
of impressing people, who now, he saw for the first time, cared nothing for him at all.

There is a Punch cartoon of 1892 in which one very posh family of mother and adult daughters pass in a park another
very posh family of mother and adult daughters. The caption: “there go this Willcoexes ma’am” the first daughter

exclaims “I am told they love to meet us, hadn’t we better call”. “Certainly not” replies mother “if they are dying to know us
they are not worth knowing, the only people worth our knowing are people who don’t want to know us”.

Now we live in a world that is so status conscious. We all feel the pull that Ivan llyich felt, we all know the sentiments of
wanting to befriend people further up the social scale than we are. But the mature Christian is the one who hears the
word of God, they are the ones who know that what God wants is for us to go to the back door and spend time with the
down and outs. You will not mature if you do not spend time in God’s word. The pull of our culture is too strong for that to
happen.

We need to hear the word of God which tells us that in Jesus’ eyes the giving of a cup of water to someone in need is
much more significant than climbing one more step up the social ladder.

Mature Christians are such a source of blessing to us all. It is they who pray for their families and who lead and teach at

church and who always have a word of encouragement. It is they who have time for the less attractive. It is they who are
not the least bit interested in what others think of them. It is they who live for Jesus.
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The opening words are a little surprising. The author has just told them that they are not really ready to understand all
that he has to say about Melchizedek. Nevertheless he presses on and tells them he intends to leave the elementary
things and go on to look at Melchizedek.

In fact he does not say “nevertheless” but “therefore”. And he says “therefore” because they will only move beyond their
immaturity by coming to appreciate Jesus’ priesthood. He is going to stretch their minds. He wants them to grow and so
he says, let’s stop discussing the rudiments. Let’s stop putting the foundations down all over again.

He lists six things that he sees as the rudiments or the foundations of our Christianity. They fall into three pairs.
Repentance from dead works and faith toward God; teaching about baptism and the laying on of hands; teaching about
the resurrection of the dead and eternal judgement.

Now these foundations were no different to rudiments of Judaism. The first church was a Jewish church and Christianity
comes out of Judaism and is not foreign to it. We are not surprised that the foundations are the same in both.

The Christian message owns and affirms all that the OT says and adds. But it does not contradict.

First we must repent of acts that lead to death or, worded another way, dead works. These are acts that pollute the
conscience. These are deeds that bring nothing but bad or death, they take from life and add nothing to it. We are talking
about adultery, lust, theft and even murder. But it equally includes hypocrisy, arrogance, malice, covetousness, envy and
boastfulness. Stuff that diminishes other peoples lives.

This is the sort of stuff that John the Baptist called people to repent of (Luke 3:10-14) when he told the soldiers to be
content with their pay and not rip off the vulnerable. Jeremiah was on exactly the same track when he challenged those
who under paid their staff (Jer 22:13). And we are not surprised that another prophet would be scathing of those who
were so selfish that they would not care for the orphans (Isa 1:23).

These preachers were doing nothing more than applying the law as brought to us by Moses (Ex 20). Boil it down and we
have “love your neighbour as yourself’. Hence these are the issues the prophets dealt with.

This week the base player from the sixties group, The Master’'s Apprentices, Glenn Wheatley was jailed for tax fraud. He
had cheated the ATO of $300,000 by moving profits overseas. We are appalled. We all know that tax fraud is basically a
very selfish act. We all want hospitals, and police, and roads, and parks, and the way our society pays is by us all paying
our share of the tax burden. To drive down a road or sit in a park that others have paid for while deliberately avoiding tax
is evil. It is a lack of love. It is to break the command, “love your neighbour as yourself’.

The law was a constant reminder that we were not as we ought to be. None of us actually believes we are less than
acceptable. It is only when we see what the law actually says that we realise we are a lot less than acceptable.

Christianity preaches exactly the same message as did the OT on this matter of repentance from dead works.

Second there must be faith toward God. The very heart of a relationship with God is faith (Gen 15:6). Or as Isaiah 7:9
puts it if you don’t believe you are simply not going to survive. Or if you do not have faith you are simply not in God’s
orbit.

The story of king Ahaz is the story of one who simply was not God reliant (Isa 7:9) and in his story we have an illustration
of someone who would not believe someone who had no confidence or faith in God. He ruled the land of Judah in the
mid 8" century BC. At that time the state of Syria and the state of Israel formed an alliance due to their concerns with the
encroachment of the then world superpower, Assyria. Judah was their small neighbour to the south and they were
determined to make sure she cooperated in their plans. They therefore planned a small invasion with the goal of toppling
the government of king Ahaz and installing someone more to their liking.

As their troops were moving south in preparation to invade Judah, Ahaz and his government went into a panic. Their
army was no match for the combined forces of Syria and Israel. In the midst of their agonising over how to handle the
emergency the prophet Isaiah comes and speaks to the king. He assures him that God has no intention of allowing
Judah to go under. He can trust God to keep Judah independent and him and his government in power.

At this point he has to believe that God will do as he says. He has to trust. He has to have faith. He has to be completely
God dependent. But this he is incapable of doing. He is not willing to be God dependent. And so he sets out to form an
alliance with the Assyrian empire. He will find his own way of protecting his throne. Now apart from there being
something terribly wrong with not being willing to trust God there was also something awfully wrong with aligning his
country with Assyria. Assyria was a godless place and Ahaz is about to expose his little God fearing country to it. The
cost of the alliance would be that Judah would become part of this barbaric empire. She would have to align herself with
policies that were disgusting.
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Ahaz sees the world as a closed system. In his eyes there was only one way to protect himself and that was to form an
alliance with the super power. But the world is not a closed system. There is God, and God can intervene. God can do
the miraculous. It was not Ahaz plus his circumstances. It was Ahaz plus his circumstances plus God. But Ahaz could not
believe that God was there and active and willing to be active on his behalf.

Putting confidence in God is an OT and a NT call; in fact it is the most fundamental call of the whole Bible.

Then we go on to teaching about baptism. But note he calls them “baptisms” - plural. So in fact he is probably not dealing
with the rite of baptism per se but with the whole notion of being washed clean from all our sin. In fact the same word is
translated as “washings” in Hebrews 9:10. Every Jewish home had a basin by the entrance for family and visitors to use
for ceremonial cleaning.

According to the law a priest had to wash his hands and feet before entering the tabernacle (Ex 30:19). More, before he
put on his priestly tunic he had to fully bathe (Ex 40:12). In the book of Leviticus we have much instruction about hygiene
and washing in water, for instance see Leviticus 15:1-33.

Modelling on the instruction given to the priests all Jews made it their business to wash their hands and feet before
entering a home and the hands again before eating. The water that Jesus turned into wine at the wedding in Cana was
water stored specifically for this hand and feet washing (John 2:6). Mark explains this whole process to his readers in
Mark 7:3&4.

The washing was symbolic. It was an acknowledgment that to live in this world, to go about the ordinary business of
living means that one will become dirty. It is impossible to avoid pollution. This is true both physically and psychologically.
This world dirties our minds as well as our bodies.

It was the day when these ritual washings would come to an end and the true and ultimate cleansing would take place
that Ezekiel 36 spoke of. “I will sprinkle clean water upon you and you shall be clean from all your filthiness” (Ezek
36:25).

Baptism for the Christian means baptism into the name of Jesus (Acts 2:38). We trust him to wash us. So for both OT
and NT the notion of washing and being clean is of equal importance.

Next we have laying on of hands. At the temple the Jews had to lay hands on the sacrificial animal and so transfer their
sin to the animal (Lev 1:4 & 3:8).

By faith we symbolically put our hands on Jesus when we put our faith in him.

In the early church the laying of hands was normally part of baptism (Acts 19:6). As hands were laid on the new converts
they were symbolically joined to the community of those in whom the Holy Spirit dwelt. More, back in those early days, it
was a thrilling thing to be touched by a person who had actually touched the hand of Jesus.

In fact it is still thrilling to realise that as we shake hands with our fellow Christians there is an unbroken link of hands
touching hands all the way back to Jesus. You have touched the hand of someone who has touched the hand of
someone who has touched the hand of someone who has touched the hand of and on back to someone who has
touched the hand of Jesus.

The notion of laying on of hands or touching is part of OT and NT instruction.

Then we have the resurrection of the dead. This teaching is also part of Judaism and is taught in the OT, for instance
Isaiah 26:19 “But the dead shall live, their bodies will rise” and also Daniel 12:2 “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the
earth will awake some to everlasting life others to shame and everlasting contempt”. And Job’s famous statement, “And
after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh | will see God” (Job 19:26).

When Jesus was talking to some Jews who doubted the resurrection he pointed out that God is the God of the living and
that is why the OT says God is the God of Abraham and not was the God of Abraham. For the Jews life after death was
always a hope (Matt 22:32 & Mark 12:26). To quote Jesus directly “Now about the dead rising--have you not read in the
book of Moses, in the account of the bush, how God said to him, 'l am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead, but of the living. You are badly mistaken!”

For both the OT and the NT the resurrection was a reality. Both with the strongest of words forced upon us the fact that
this life is not all that there is. And in the resurrection of Jesus we have the reality laid before us in vivid colours.

Lastly there is eternal judgement. A belief in judgement and a belief in the resurrection go together. That there would be
a day when God would judge was a cardinal reality for Israel. Abraham said, “Will not the judge of all the earth do right?"
(Gen 18:25). “For the LORD is our judge” (Isa 33:22). “For God will bring every deed into judgement, including every
hidden thing, whether it is good or evil” (Eccl 12:14).

Christianity brought this to the foreground with the knowledge that Jesus would do the judging. Jesus said “Moreover, the
Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgement to the Son” (John 5:22), and Paul said of Jesus “For he has set a
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day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by
raising him from the dead," (Acts 17:31). And in Matthew 25:31-46 we have the story of Jesus on his judgement seat.

Both the OT and the NT teach that God takes us so seriously that every action and every word we say will be called to
account.

Now the point being made is that because they are Jews the foundations of the Christian faith were already part of their
lives. Now when a pagan became a Christian there was a total and radical break with the past and a new way of thinking.
For the pagan who has become a Christian to abandon the faith would require a radical step. But not so these Jews the
step from where they were to being Christian was a small one and hence the step back will equally be a small one. They
could give up following Jesus and still not feel as if they had abandoned God.

And this is the problem. They had a relationship with God before Jesus came along. Their priest did all that was
necessary to deal with their sins. It was in fact possible to do without Jesus!

The six foundational aspects of Christianity were equally the six foundational aspects of Judaism. All these things they
could hold tightly to and still not be a Christian. So to go on insisting on these things would really not help them. Better to
press on to those things which were distinctively Christian. And so it will be in studying Jesus and his priesthood that they
will deepen their Christianity. The OT only gives us a partial revelation of God. It is not the full story. And this is what the
book shows us. What the priests’ offered was not in fact the taking away of their sins. The death of the bulls and the
sheep and the goats only symbolically took away their sin. It is Jesus, and Jesus alone, who can really take away sin.

These six principles in Christianity lead to putting confidence in Jesus for salvation. But in Judaism they lead to putting
confidence in the sacrificial system. The Jew must abandon his confidence in how well he has fulfilled the requirements
of Judaism and put total confidence in Jesus.

In this next section he is not questioning whether or not a Christian can be lost. That is not the topic in hand. His issue is
just how close you can come to the truth and still not believe.

To immunise one’s self against a disease you are inoculated by being infected with a mild form of the disease. And it
seems possible to be immunised against Christianity by being inoculated with something which looks like the real thing
but is in fact not it.

The Jews have five advantages when it comes to understanding the good news; and not just these Jews, anyone who
has come close to the people of God.

Now the people in mind here had been “enlightened”. They had seen the light of the good news. When Jesus taught in
the area of Galilee Matthew said they had seen a great light (Matt 4:16). Jesus is the true light that comes into the world
and enlightens every person (John 1:9). To be enlightened you hear who Jesus is and what he has to say.

They had tasted the heavenly gift. Or perhaps more specifically they had partaken of communion and all that the table
represents. Jesus is the indescribable gift” (2 Cor 9:15). These are people who had sat there while the bread was broken
and the drink passed around. What Jesus had done had been laid before them in the clearest of terms. In eating and
drinking at the communion they had literally tasted what Jesus had done.

They had also shared in the Holy Spirit. In what way had they shared in the Holy Spirit? Well in the sense that they had
seen the church in action.

Those who saw the changes in people who came to Jesus had seen the Holy Spirit and had been the beneficiaries of his
work. Paul said to the folk at Corinth, “Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be
deceived: Neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor male prostitutes, nor homosexual offenders, nor
thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor slanderers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. And that is what
some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ
and by the Spirit of our God (1 Cor 6:9-11).

Such massive changes in behaviour has to be attributed to some power, and the only power those so changed knew of
was the power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is present, that is in the church and they had seen him in action in the
lives of those who followed Jesus.

They had seen supernatural activity in the change of character in so many. We all know people who have been
transformed by believing the good news. Those who saw the change in Zacchaeus’ character knew something very
special had happened to him. One does not go from a grasping greedy materialist to a most generous person over night.
Here was a man who gave away half of his wealth. It is staggering stuff.

During a members’ meeting in the first church that Anne and | pastored we were confronted by a very difficult financial
situation. There was much uncertainty about what on earth we should do. The debate went around and around the room.
Then one chap said, “I will pay”. We are talking a significant sum, equal to a year of my salary. The room went quiet. It
was a holy moment. We knew God was at work. The people at that meeting had shared in the Holy Spirit.
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More, these people had tasted “the goodness of the word of God”. But that is all it was a “taste”. They did not go on to
say with Jeremiah, “your words became for me a joy and a delight” (Jer 15:16). King Herod had listened to the words of
John the Baptist (Mark 6:20). He too had tasted the word, but the last thing he did was act on it, or believe it.

And lastly they had tasted the powers of the coming age. The supernatural activity of Jesus and the apostles was a sign
that the age to come had arrived. Those who ate when Jesus fed the five thousand saw, and in fact, tasted supernatural
power. But we know most of them did not go on to follow Jesus. Judas saw virtually all that Jesus did and his work was
full of supernatural activity. But it did not bring him to believe.

Then we have the terrible warning that it is possible for people who have experienced so much of God to never come to
him. This is meant to be a frightening warning.

God has promised to pardon all who repent but it is possible to reach the point where you are not the least bit interested
in coming to God.

Christians are not being addressed here. If they were it would mean that the backslidden could never come back. And
we know that the believer cannot ever be lost (John 10:27 & Rom 8:35).

It is not salvation that can be lost, but the opportunity to believe that can be lost. If you trust Jesus you have nothing to
fear. Your salvation cannot be lost. But if you know the good news but have not believed it you have much to fear. If you
do not believe you are always in danger of losing the opportunity to believe.

If after having the gospel presented you say “not interested” then there is no hope for there is only one gospel. There is
nothing else to say. Either you say “yes” now or that is it. There is no further argument God has nothing else to offer or
say. This is it. There is nothing else to wait for. If after all this evidence you still do not believe in Jesus then there is no
hope.

If you do not believe on the basis of all this then you will never believe. There is nothing else that can bring you to the
point of deciding. There is no new evidence.

There are many people who have heard the good news, and have heard it over and over again. But have never said
“yes” to Jesus. It is such people who are in mind here.

“To their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again”. “To their loss” that is as far as they were concerned the
Son of God deserves to be crucified. They are now taking their stand with those that crucified Jesus. In their hearts they
are in essence saying that is the verdict we would give -“crucify him”. They have conducted a trial of Jesus and the good
news he brings and have reached their verdict and have decided the good news is not true and Jesus is just another liar
and needs to be done away with.

They “subject him to public disgrace” by declaring that he was guilty as charged and deserved to be executed. Anyone
who rejects the gospel is doing exactly what those who cried out for his death did. And when you reach this point there is
no hope of salvation because you have rejected the only hope God has given for salvation. At that point you simply need
to hope like mad that there is no God and no judgement.

Such people were never in love with Jesus if they had been they would never have fallen away (1 John 2:19). Jesus has
made it impossible for his true followers to fall away (Matt 24:24). Eternal life is eternal life and cannot be cut short. So
this does not mean that the backslider cannot return. We are dealing here with those who make a clear choice to
repudiate the good news.

The truth is that you can reject the offer of salvation once too often. The opportunity to be saved can be lost.

These words in Hebrews 6 are addressed to people who have heard the truth but are in the process of walking away
from it.

Such people are compared to a land which, despite all the care expended in its cultivation, refuses to produce a good
crop. This is a variation on the illustration that Isaiah used of Israel (Isa 5:1).
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