Sabbath Sermon of May 18, 2013

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, bishop

A Warning Against Apostasy

Hebrews Chapter 6

The warning here is for all Christians to grow up into maturity, especially the babes in Jesus Christ. To do this we must all remember the six foundational principles of Christianity: repentance from dead works, faith toward God; doctrines of baptism which constitutes the seal of the sign of the covenant, that one has been born again; the laying of hands in connection with the ordination of ministers, something which should be done only once; the resurrection of the dead; eternal judgment, which promises life to the righteous and separation from God to the unrighteous.
To become mature in our understanding, we need to move beyond, but not away from the basics to a more complete understanding of the faith in Jesus Christ. This is what Apostle Paul intends for them to do. Mature Christians should be teaching new Christians the basics. Then, acting on what they know, the mature will learn even more from God’s Word.  In other words, that ministers should not only teach people what to do, but go before them, and along with them, in the way of duty. The apostle shows that this spiritual growth is the surest way to prevent that dreadful sin of apostasy from the faith. These Christians needed to move beyond the basics of their faith to an understanding of Jesus Christ as the perfect High Priest and fulfillment of all the Old Testament prophecies.  They needed to depend on Jesus and live effectively for him.  
In the first century after the Christian Church was born, a pagan who investigated Christianity and then went back to paganism made a clean break with the church, because he or she never became a Christian life. But for Judeans who became Christians who decided to return to Talmudism or Judaism as it is known today, the break was less obvious. Even when their life style remained relatively unchanged, but by deliberately turning away from Jesus Christ, they were cutting themselves off from God’s forgiveness. Those who persevere in believing in Jesus Christ are true saints of God; those who continue to reject Jesus are unbelievers, no matter how well they behave.
6-10. Can a saved person lose his or her salvation? This is a question about which theologians have differed through the centuries. After the Reformation, two schools of thought developed: Jacob Arminius, a Dutch theologian who opposed the teaching of John Calvin, said salvation can be lost; the Calvinists insisted on the security of the believer. Arminians hold that verses 4 and 5 here mean the person was truly born again and has lost his salvation. This much seems clear, however, logically verse 4 implies that if salvation were to be lost, it would be impossible for that person to be born again, lose it, and then be born again again. Whatever view is taken about the state of an apostate prior to his or her apostasy, the outcome is virtually the same. Whoever openly and consciously rejects Jesus Christ is unregenerate even if he or she seemed to have been saved earlier. The Arminian would say he or she had lost his or her salvation, the Calvinist would say that he or she never had it. Either way, the result is identical.
Yet, others think verse 6 refers to believers who renounce their Christianity or else to unbelievers who came close to salvation, then turn away. Either way, those who reject Jesus Christ will not be saved. Jesus died once for all. He will not be crucified again. Apart from his cross, there is no other possible way of salvation. Although the apostle does not indicate that his audience is in danger of renouncing Jesus Christ, He is warning against hardness of heart that would make repentance inconceivable for the sinner. 
The apostle shows how far persons may go in claiming Christianity, and, after all, fall away, and perish for ever. They may be well knowledgeable in the Scripture, and of their being baptized; of which persons may have a great deal, and yet come short of heaven. For example, Balaam was the man whose eyes were opened (Numbers 24 verse 3), and yet with his eyes opened he went down to utter darkness. They may taste of the heavenly gift, feel something of the efficacy of the Holy Spirit in his operations upon their souls, causing them to taste something of true Christianity, and yet be like persons in the market, who taste of what they will not come up to the price of, and so but take a taste, and leave it. Persons may taste true Christianity, and seem to like it, if they could have it upon easier terms than denying themselves, and taking up their cross, and following Jesus Christ. They may be made partakers of the Holy Ghost, that is, of his extraordinary and miraculous gifts; they may have cast out devils in the name of Jesus Christ, and done many other mighty works. Such gifts in the apostolic age were sometimes bestowed upon those who had no true saving grace. They may taste of the good word of God; they may have some relish of gospel doctrines, may hear the word with pleasure, may remember much of it, and talk well of it, and yet never be cast into the form and mould of it, nor have it dwelling richly in them.  They may have tasted of the powers of the world to come; they may have been under strong impressions concerning heaven, and dread of going to hell. 

These lengths hypocrites may go, and, after all, turn apostates. Now, hence these great things are spoken here of those who may fall away; yet it is not here said of them that they were truly converted, or that they were justified; there is more in true saving grace than in all that is here said of apostates.  This therefore is no proof of the final apostasy of true saints. These indeed may fall frequently and foully, but yet they will not totally nor finally from God; the purpose and the power of God, the purchase and the prayer of Jesus Christ, the promise of the gospel, the everlasting covenant that God has made with them, ordered in all things and sure, the indwelling of the Spirit, and the immortal seed of the word, these are their security. But the tree that has not these roots will not stand. The apostle describes the dreadful case of such as fall away after having gone so far in the profession of the Christian faith,  the greatness of the sin of apostasy. It is crucifying the Son of God afresh, and putting him to open shame.
A Land that produces good fruit receive loving care, but land that produces thistles and thorns has to be burned off so the farmer can start  over. And unproductive Christian life falls under God condemnation. We are not saved by works or conduct, but what we do is the evidence of our faith. In other words, it is not what you say, but it is what you do with the Word of God you hear that makes you a Christian and a child of the Almighty God.
It is easy for most believers to get discouraged thinking that God has forgotten them. But God is never unjust. He never forgets or overlooks our hard work for him. Presently you may not be receiving the rewards and acclaim what this life has to offer, but God knows your every effort of love and ministry. Let God’s love for you and his intimate knowledge of your service for him bolster you as you face disappointment and rejection here on earth.
11-16. The full assurance of hope. Some have strong hope, others have weak hope. We all need the full assurance of the hope we have and must be careful to promote that hope through the grace of God. Hope is based on faith, and some who had this hope have now inherited what they hoped for. We are to follow their example. How lovely are those Christians whose faith and hope are strong, vital, and challenging! We are encouraged to lay hold of the hope set before us, which means it is available, if we do not seize it, we have no one to blame except ourselves.
Faith is what keeps believers from feeling dull or becoming bored. We must train hard and run well, remembering the reward that lays ahead (Philippians 3 verse 14). Our example ought to be Abraham who waited patiently. It was 25 years from the time God promised him a son to Isaac’s birth. Our trials and temptations, because they are so intense, seem to last an eternity. Both the Bible and the testimonies of mature Christians should encourage us to wait for God’s timing, even when our needs seem too great to wait any longer.
17-20. God, unlike humans, does not change. He is immutable or unchangeable. From eternity to eternity this is so. It is the foundation on which the faith of all believers rests. Whatever God promises to do he does. His promise is sufficient. But it is reinforced by the divine oath made by himself and to himself, and this is unbreachable. When God promised Abraham a son, he took an oath in his name. The oath was as good as God’s name, and God’s name on which he has promised to redeem us through Jesus Christ is as good as God’s divine nature. God’s two unchangeable realities “immutable things” are his own nature and his own promise. God embodies all truth, and he therefore cannot lie. Because God is truth, we can be secure in his promises; we do not need to wonder if he will change his plans. For the true seeker who comes to God in belief, God gives an unconditional promise of acceptance. When we ask God with openness, honestly, sincerity to save us from our sins, he will do it. This assurance should give us courage and hope.
The veil or curtain mentioned in verse 19 hung across the entrance from the Holy Place to the Most Holy Place, the two innermost chambers of the Temple. This curtain prevented anyone from entering, gazing into, or even getting a fleeting glimpse of the interior of the Most Holy Place. The High Priest could enter the Most Holy Place only once a year to stand before God’s presence and alone, not without blood, which he offered for himself, and for the sins of the entire nation. But Jesus is in God’s presence at all times, not just once a year, as the High Priest who can continually intercede for us; having obtained by his own blood eternal redemption for us.
The Holy Ghost further signified and showed what was the efficacy of the blood of the Old-Testament sacrifices, that as long as the old temple system was standing, no one can approach the throne of God, and thence is inferred the much greater efficacy of the blood of Christ (Hebrews 9 verses 8 to 18). The efficacy of the blood of the legal sacrifices extended to the purifying of the flesh: it freed the outward man from ceremonial uncleanness and from temporal punishment, and entitled him to, and provided him or her for, some external privileges. Apostle Paul infers very justly hence the far greater efficacy of the blood of Jesus: How much more shall the blood of Jesus Christ, etc. He explains what it was that gave such efficacy to the blood of Jesus Christ. First, it was his offering himself to God, the human nature upon the altar of his divine nature, he being priest, altar, and sacrifice, his divine nature serving for the two former, and his human nature for the last; now such a priest, altar, and sacrifice, could not but be propitiatory. Secondly, it was Jesus’ offering up himself to God through the eternal Spirit, not only as the divine nature supported the human, but the Holy Ghost, which he had without measure, helping him in all, and in this great act of obedience offering himself. Thirdly, it was Jesus’ offering himself to God without spot, without any sinful stain either in his nature or life; this was conformable to the law of sacrifices, which required them to be without blemish. Paul further tells us what the efficacy of Jesus Christ’s blood is; it is very great. For, first, It is sufficient to purge the conscience from dead works, it reaches to the very soul and conscience, the defiled soul, defiled with sin, which is a dead work, proceeds from spiritual death, and tends to death eternal. As the touching of a dead body gave a legal uncleanness, so meddling with sin gives a moral and real defilement, fixes it in the very soul; but the blood of Jesus has efficacy to purge it out. Secondly, it is sufficient to enable us to serve the living God, not only by purging away that guilt which separates between God and sinners, but by sanctifying and renewing the soul through the gracious influences of the Holy Spirit, purchased by Jesus Christ for this purpose, that we might be enabled to serve the living God in a lively manner.
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