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Hebrews 6: If Jesus is the Answer then what is the Question?
IPC 6th November, 2011


<Use my title as an opener> - Doug started the Hebrews series of sermons with that Sunday School joke “No matter what the question; Jesus is always the answer” Today I am going to look at some questions
As probably everyone has said so far in this series, when we are reading Hebrews then we have to remember to whom it was addressed. It was addressed; to Hebrew Christians in Jerusalem and almost certainly Jews who were Priests and Levites. It may even have been preached as a sermon; We get a big hint here in Chapter 5 that they were priests v10 says “you ought to be teachers” Teaching was one of the special duties of a priest – Malachi 2:7 says  “For the lips of a priest should guard knowledge, and people should seek instruction from his mouth, for he is the messenger of the LORD of hosts”
Link: Doug looked at Chapter 5 last week – Jesus as our High Priest. 

The writer has just stated that Christ is a “priest after, or in, the order of Melchizedek” – what that means is that he is a totally different kind of priest – “the order of” is a word which means of a class, a group, a unit. And the class of priests defined by Melchizedek is not the same class as their kind of priesthood. This is what he wants them to get their heads around. This is a new and different kind of priesthood – well, hardly new, as he will explain in the next chapter but certainly a very different kind of priesthood than theirs. 
And; he wants to get on with explaining the differences but he has got a problem Heb 5:10 explains – I have a lot to say about this new class of priesthood but you guys aren’t listening. Your hearing is sluggish. You need milk not solid food. So he has to take time out of his teaching syllabus about the new class of priests – After the order of Melchizedek – He has to take time out of his main line of thought and deal with some problems. This digression is what chapter 6 is about. It is about problems that have to be dealt with before he can go on to what he really wants to talk about. 

I think that there are three problems here which I am highlighting as questions:

1. problem what’s the milk / solid food problem all about? (v.1-3)
2. problem can people lose their faith? (v. 4-11)

3. problem how can we know where we are? (v:13-18)
so…  Chapter 6 begins with a THEREFORE we will go on – to do what? He really wants to get on with Melchizedek (5:11) but he has some problems to deal with first

1. problem what’s the milk / solid food problem all about? (v.1-3)
We might expect: "You need milk (5:12) - Therefore, here are the basics" but they KNOW all that stuff because they are professionals -  Priests and Levites - the problem isn't their knowledge; the problem is their understanding of what it all means:

I can feel for them in a little way. Many of you know that I have been preaching through the Minor Prophets – for nearly 3 years now all my preaching here in this church has been from those 12 books in the Old Testament. One of the things one has to do to work out what to say is firstly to work out what it meant then, what did it mean to the hearers then. You mustn’t at first say “Ah yes! That passage obviously refers to Jesus” – it may do to us who live in AD –the “year of the Lord” - after his birth death and resurrection. But the first thing we have to understand is what it meant back then BC – before Christ. Only when one comes to apply it to us now can we turn the spotlight of the New Testament onto the Old Testament passage that we are considering. It is sometimes quite hard-work and dusty-dry work to decide meanings of Scripture when you only have half of the scriptures. – Yes! I can sympathize with these Jewish Christians. They were Priests and Levites who definitely knew the Old Testament far better than I do. But this is exactly the problem that these first three verses are dealing with. 

They know but they don’t understand:  The answer to the question is “You haven't made the break with OT understanding”
We might expect: "You need milk – not solid food (5:12) - Therefore, here is the milk, here are the basics" but they KNOW all that as Priests and Levites - the problem isn't their knowledge; the problem is their understanding of what it all means:

All the things he lists here are things that they know already – 

· repentance and faith 

· about washings and laying on of hands 

· resurrection and judgement 

All these things are clearly taught in the OT - they know them but they don't know what it all adds up to so instead of going through the facts again v1 says. Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrines of Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again a foundation
Application to us: quite often there is an inconsistency between what we know versus what we understand and do 
Jerram writing recently wrote about Francis Schaeffer <quote> “What he did believe was that “as a man thinks, so he is.” He was confident that it is true ideas that set people free (as Jesus teaches in John 8:32 “The truth will set you free”), and that false ideas will bring enslavement and destruction to any human society.” <endquote>
 When we are thinking properly we all know that a fully secular view of the creation all too often leads to often brutal exploitation of natural resources and pollution. What about us? When we buy battery raised meat do we think about what view of nature we are intrinsically supporting?   I hold up my own hands here, I hide my head when it comes to checking out what exploitation of workers is happening in the coffee plantations from which I get my coffee. I don’t even know what country some of my clothes come from – the point is that I know better but I act as if it didn’t matter – or more likely – I act as if I don’t care)
Jesus said “the truth will set you free” – the opposite is also true, “the lie enslaves you” - I would encourage us all to try and think through some of these areas and then try to be consistent to what we know in what we do.
So as v4 says “let us go on based on that foundational knowledge” – 

And that leads on to our second problem

2. problem can people lose their faith? (v. 4-11)
I have decided to set the problem that is dealt with in these next few verses in those terms – it is a hoary old chestnut!  The reason why it is a problem is that it is basically caused by people who take individual verses out of context - and this was something that the Jewish teaching method was very prone to do.  This is something that these Priest and Levites were well practiced at doing. Taking a single verse and chewing it to death. 
Just think of the kind of interactions reported in the gospels between Jesus and the Pharisees or Jesus and Satan in the Temptation. Often they were based on quoting a single verse as Question and often the answer was also a single verse. This was the Jewish way of teaching and when dealing with them Jesus often responded in the same way. “How can David’s Son call him Lord?” asked Jesus quoting Psalm 110 and they couldn’t answer because their understanding wasn’t up to it. Their knowledge might have been up to it but their understanding wasn’t – In other words, one of the causes of this question is still their lack of understanding…

Can people lose their faith?

Poor Systematic Theology can cause this kind of problem for us today by contrasting verses of eternal preservation and warnings (“No one can take them out of my hands says” Jesus, but Jesus also says  “no matter that you claim to have been followers; depart from me all you workers of evil”) The problem is caused by the same sort of misunderstanding – casually quoting verses without considering their context. Note I said ‘poor’ systematic theology can cause this problem. The problem is not Systematic Theology but limited and poor use of the bible by people – same problem as these Hebrew priests were demonstrating – a lack of understanding
Can people lose their faith?

The answer here is very clear if you take these verses here in Hebrews in their context It says v 4-7 “It is impossible in the case of [some people] to bring them back to repentance” and lists the people as “those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away”

I have heard many long and earnest discussions about the meanings of “enlightened” and “heavenly food” and “sharing the Holy Spirit” – surely these people are believers? and always the problems are caused by failing to realise the context    

So what is the context here? 

We have just had 3 chapters about people who were enlightened –God’s Law given to them on Mount Sinai; people who tasted heavenly food - manna given morning  after morning for 40 years in the desert; people who had seen and shared in the power of  the Holy Spirit in God’s actions of providing water from the rock, making sure their shoes didn’t wear out, defending them in battles etc, etc Certainly they had tasted the goodness of the word of God and seen signs and wonders appropriate to the coming age – God’s kingdom on earth – all these things they had seen and experienced 
BUT it is these very people with whom God was not pleased and who fell in the desert - their disobedience - their failure to trust - their rejection - meant “As I swore in my wrath ‘they will never enter my rest’ (Heb 4:3)” That is the context here in Hebrews, a context in which we can easily understand that it is those kind of people who are the pattern for whom –"there is no possibility of bringing them back to repentance (6:6)" 

In fact v 6 spells it out “it is impossible to restore them again to repentance, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt” Basically it is a very clear answer. If anyone were to say: “Yes! The Jewish Sanhedrin and the Roman Governor were right to crucify Jesus” - If anyone agrees with what happened was the right and proper thing and approves of it - then they are rejecting the only thing that can save them. If they reject the one sacrifice once offered for their sins then … there is no other answer. There is no other way to come to God. – It is this kind of person who are imaged as a watered land v8 But if it bears thorns and thistles, it is worthless and near to being cursed, and its end is to be burned

2a) problem: OK but what about the verses about eternal security and the verses that imply you can lose it?
In the interests of keeping to my time-slot am going to be selective here: Let me just look at three sets of verses: I’ll read them first and comment after reading all three
· Total security (John 10:27-29):  Jesus says "My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand."

· An unforgiveable sin (Matt 12;32 //Mark 3:29, Luke 12:10) Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven people, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven.  And whoever speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven, either in this age or in the age to come

· Can we lose our salvation by not working at it? (2 Peter 1: 5-10) For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  For whoever lacks these qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins. Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to make your calling and election sure, for if you practice these qualities you will never fall. 


 The Answer – as above in the particular case of Hebrews 6 - is found by looking at the context - - to whom were these verses spoken or written? 
· This is the good Shepherd context and in particular threats by the Jews and their refusal to accept who he was == Jesus their Messiah says of his sheep "No one can take them out of my hands.” -  No one can take you out of God’s hands.  These are words of encouragement for the faint-hearted
· The second set of verses is where they Pharisees are saying “He casts out demons by the power of Beelzebub” so Jesus says to these Pharisees – “if you see the work of the Holy Spirit and think that it is the work of Satan - then by rejecting God’s work you are putting yourself out of court - if you don’t see God’s work when it is put before your eyes then there is no help for you” Condemnation of blindness
· The third set of verses is not about losing your faith; it is about assurance - Peter says to the lazy "if you don't do then you won't know if you are saved" 

· Here in Hebrews 6 it says "rejection of the one and only solution to sin does mean that you can’t be saved, it does mean eternal damnation" This is the one sin! 
Application God cannot lie therefore if we make the bible say something contradictory then we need to look to our own understandings - context in particular - context is always the best ‘help’. I am not saying its easy – one of my favourite quotes is one apostle – Peter – saying of another apostle – Paul “there are some things in his letters which are hard to understand”
 == rule one is “look at the context”
Can anyone lose their faith? Well as we have seen it is possible == 
but let us look a bit closer at Peter’s saying … “you won’t know if you are saved” is the base statement. If we can’t know for ourselves when we do know our own hearts then there is certainly no way that we can know for anyone else for WE certainly do not know their hearts. Two points here: 

1. Calvin says we cannot say of any living person that they are a non-christian, we can only say that they might be a not-yet-christian 

2. because we cannot know someone else’s heart then we must remember whose servant they are claiming to be… it isn’t up to us to judge some-one else’s servant. As Jesus says: Consider your own self and remove the beam in your own eye before you dare to talk about a splinter in some other person’s eye 

We have looked at two problems – the milk/solids question - you know, but you still are in an OT understanding and need to come forward to a new understanding.

The second problem we looked at - this is important because you are in danger of  rejecting Christ and losing your salvation
I quoted Peter about knowing if you are saved, about having assurance of faith; and that leads on to the third problem that is dealt with in this chapter

3. problem How can we know where we are? (v:13-18)

Back in Chapter 5 he accused them of being hard of hearing. Literally, of having “sluggish” ears. Now in 6:11-12 he uses the same word when he says “And we desire each one of you to show the same earnestness to have the full assurance of hope until the end, so that you may not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”


And he moves on to speak of Abraham --- the writer (or preacher) is moving out of the “problem” digression and back towards dealing with Melchizedek  but he still has to deal with this problem about how can we have assurance? How can we know?


And his answer is that God is utterly trustworthy == therefore trust Him

God is utterly trustworthy - the two unchangeable things - the oath and the fact that God cannot lie

A promise confirmed by oath. God swore by or on himself 6:13 for when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by whom to swear, he swore by himself and 6:16 For people swear by something greater than themselves, and in all their disputes an oath is final for confirmation.

In the earlier chapters, 3,4, we had God swearing in wrath – to bring condemnation – “they shall never enter my rest” and they received what was threatened - they died in the desert. 
Here we have God swearing in promise and – we are told Abraham received it
So, given the fact of a God Given promise on oath - and the fact that God cannot lie

means

We who have fled for refuge - we have found the anchor in the inner sanctuary, behind the curtain Doug talked about last week. Safe, anchored 
-  we are eternally saved  and how we know is because God confirms it 
so now the writer can go on to, or rather back to his teaching syllabus, Melchizedek – but that is for next time
Meanwhile let me repeat - v.11-12 And we desire each one of you to show the same earnestness to have the full assurance of hope until the end so that you may not be sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises 
A warning – while we are as safe as we can be; as Peter said, this is not a case of lie-back and relax, let-go and let-God. We are called to be active in our faith, not sluggish. As Paul says, we are called to work out or own salvation while knowing that it is God who works in us both to will and to do for his good pleasure. 
I talked earlier about being consistent – “as a man thinks so he is” The ultimate inconsistency of all is that I know better but I still sin – this inconsistency of mine is matched by the greatest wonder of all - ”even though I do wrong He still loves me” 
For our only hope, our most certain anchor, stands on this foundation - on the fact that God has promised and God is faithful. “God knows those who are his”
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� 2 Peter 3:15-16 ….our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures. 





� 2Ti 2:19 But God's firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: "The Lord knows those who are his," and, "Let everyone who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity."
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