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  MODULE 1: SERVING ACCEPTABLY - INTRODUCTION

  
  




“Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear” (Heb.12:28).

THE AUTHOR 

Although the authorship of this letter is never stated, other New Testament writers are in complete harmony with its theme. Borrowing from their own writings, each could provide his personal attestation. Paul, if he is not the writer himself, would fully concur with its Christ-centeredness and say, “that in all things He might have the pre-eminence” (Col.1:18). Peter also would rejoice in its clear and powerful reasoning, knowing that it would help us “to sanctify Christ as Lord in our hearts, and always be ready to give a defence to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear” (1 Pet.3:15). James, the brother of Jesus, would reflect on the exalted manhood presented in the nine references to Jesus and say, “our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory” (Jas.1:4).

THE TITLE

The letter is simply addressed, ‘TO THE HEBREWS.’ Abram is the first person in Scripture to be called “a Hebrew” (Gen.14:13) and this evidently confirms his relationship to the land. Other references to him as “the friend of God” (2 Chron.20:7; Isa.41:8; Jas.2:23) confirm his relationship with the LORD. The name “Eber” in Genesis 10:21-24 seems to be the basis of the word Hebrew and means “to carry over” (2 Sam.19:18), “to go beyond” (Num.22:18), also “to cross over” or “pass over.”




The first five books of the Bible, the Pentateuch, describe the gradual progress in the journey from the land of the Chaldeans to the land of Canaan. In Genesis, Abram “passed through the land” (Gen.12:6) and Jacob said, “I crossed over this Jordan” (Gen.32:10). In Exodus, Moses foresaw a route that would not be completed “Till Your people pass over, O LORD” (Ex.15:16). In Leviticus, the promise of peaceful conditions ensured that “the sword will not pass through your country” (Lev.26:6 NIV). In Numbers, Joshua and Caleb encouraged the people to go forward by urging, “The land we passed through … is an exceedingly good land” (Num.14:7). Finally, in Deuteronomy, after Moses found out that he would not “pass over” (Deut.3:25), the word was given, “Hear, O Israel, you are to cross over the Jordan today” (Deut.9:1). There, at last! They had succeeded in going beyond, in passing through and in crossing over. Only then did the people discover the reality of God’s promise to Moses, “The LORD your God Himself crosses over before you” (Deut.31:3). So they were only following where He had gone – Himself!




Now it’s just like this in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Chapter 1:3 says, “Himself purged our sins.” We owe everything to Himself! In the full triumph of the cross the “Son” has provided the means for “bringing many sons to glory” (Heb.2:10), the “Heir” has brought many heirs (Heb.1:14) and “the firstborn” has brought “many brethren” (Rom.8:29, Heb.2:11,12). He “passed through the heavens” (Heb.4:14) and “by His own blood He entered in once into the holy place” (Heb.9:12 KJV), and He still waits to admit those who follow. He has opened up the way into heaven (Heb.1:3), the way into service in prayer (Heb.4:16), worship (Heb.10:19-22), witness (Heb.13:13), and the way into the sanctuary (Heb.8:2). In a very wonderful way these early believers were being encouraged to experience the full implication of the word ‘Hebrews’ and cross over to claim the full effect of its teaching.




Abram left Ur because “he looked for the city which has foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb.11:10). Moses and the people left the bondage of one country to seek the blessings of another country, believing that God was not only able to bring them out but to bring them in (Ex.6:7,8). Integral to this were the land, the mountain, the inheritance, the dwelling place and the sanctuary (Ex.15:16). In this Christ-centred travelogue of the letter to the Hebrews, landscapes, seascapes, mountains, cities and countries all find their spiritual counterpart. And spiritual fulfilment awaits each present-day disciple who approaches its thirteen chapters with a willingness to read and to cross over.

THE PURPOSE

There is equal uncertainty regarding the whereabouts of this letter’s initial readership as there is about its authorship. Both pieces of information are withheld and we are no poorer for the omissions. One thing is clear, however: somewhere, perhaps even in Jerusalem itself, a group of Jewish believers were under enormous pressure to revert to Judaism.




In such circumstances, God has only one remedy. He reasons. This was His approach in the Old Testament and He remains unchanged even though the covenant has changed. The God of Isaiah 1:18 still says, “Come now, and let us reason together.” The apostle Paul demonstrated this when “he reasoned … and persuaded both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 18:4). It was to Gentiles that he wrote his letter to the Romans with its inspired balance of systematic and calculated reasoning: doctrinal exposition on one side and practical exhortation on the other. Now, to Jewish Christians, the same model – appeal by teaching – is presented. The lesson is obvious: when the building is under threat and risks being shaken, remind them of the foundation.




Our adversary devotes much of his attention to having Christians “shaken in their mind” (2 Thess.2:2). Sometimes, he does it by sowing strong doubts; at other times by supplying strange doctrines (Eph.4:4). At other times, it’s adversity that attempts to undermine and topple our discipleship, but our dependence on God’s Word makes us like the house in Luke 6:48: “flood … stream … could not shake it, for it was founded on the rock.” When those in Rome were disturbed about food, Paul elevated their thoughts to focus on a much loftier consideration – “The kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom.14:17). Then he added, “For he who serves Christ in these things is acceptable to God, and approved by men” (v.18). Why? Because the kingdom cannot be shaken and their service ought to be consistent with the stability of its character.




Now to the Hebrews, and us, the matter of how “we may serve God acceptably” is raised yet again. Just as in Romans 14, we are pointed to “a kingdom,” and this time the writer adds, “which cannot be shaken.” This gives a whole new significance to the word “shaken” for the ‘Shaker’ in Hebrews 12:21, 26 and 27 is neither the adversary nor adversity: the ‘Shaker’ is none other than God Himself. Unlike Israel’s introduction to divine service when “The earth shook … Sinai itself was moved at the presence of God, the God of Israel” (Ps.68:8), and Moses was made to “quake” (Heb.12:21 KJV), God has brought His present-day people into the richer blessing of permanently abiding, immovable and irreplaceable things. The temporary nature of an old covenant, mediated through Moses, has passed and been superseded by the new covenant which is mediated by One who is greater than Moses. The old order was physical and temporal. The new is spiritual and eternal.




In Christ our Saviour, we have “tasted … the power of the age to come” (Heb.6:5). Through Christ our High Priest, we have been brought into the blessings associated with “the good things to come” (Heb.9:11) and, as we await our Bridegroom, “we are looking for the city that is to come” (Heb.13:14 NIV). On the day of Pentecost, believers began to experience this as they entered into service in the kingdom of God. Even after their salvation, baptism and addition (Acts 2:41), a whole lifetime could not exhaust or conclude the full extent of these “good things.” The present taste, “while we are at home in the body” (2 Cor.5:6), is only a foretaste for the kingdom of God has yet much more for us in “the world to come” (Heb.2:5). We are tasting the unlimited scope of things eternal and unshakeable!




Like those early disciples in the church of God in Jerusalem, three once-for-all steps lead us into the privileges and responsibilities of four aspects of a lifelong walk. Appreciation and commitment in verse 42 reciprocate the blessings in verse 41. Our response in Hebrews 12:28 is an echo of this for “receiving a kingdom which cannot be shaken” is designed to produce the kind of personal appreciation which replies, “I want to have grace, by which I may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear.”




A holy God has called us to approach a holy service and the holy place in a holy manner by imitating His holy Son. Resemblance to Christ is the key. To “serve” means an act of worship. It relates to our service “inside the veil” (Heb.10:19-21) – entering in before God, and “outside the camp” (Heb.13:13) – emerging before the people. By doing it “acceptably” we are fully agreeable and well-pleasing to God, learning from Him who said, “I always do the things that please Him.” Our “reverence” will show an appropriate sense of piety and caution, following the example of the One who was “heard for His godly fear.”




If the one who crossed over before us showed such lovely traits, surely we ought to follow His example! It says of Ruth that “she came softly” (Ruth 3:7). Having washed, anointed and clothed herself in her best garment, she came. Purity, sanctity and dignity were the preconditions that marked her steps in full readiness for arriving at her redeemer’s feet. Can we, as subjects of this unshakeable kingdom, do less?








  
  
  MODULE 2: GOD HAS SPOKEN IN HIS SON (HEB.1:1-2:4)

  
  




GOD SPEAKS

Right from the dawning of creation ‘Perfection’ was written over the Garden of Eden, simply because Adam and Eve responded in full accord to the voice of God. Its environment was a lovely reflection of everything outside of it: “He spoke and it was done” (Ps.33:9). They walked and talked with Him and, better than anyone ever could, they knew that “The voice of the LORD is powerful; the voice of the LORD is full of majesty” (Ps.29:4). In that sinless atmosphere, He never raised His voice. Then everything changed. For the first time He called in the form of a question and, as “Where are you?” reverberated among the trees, their hearts discovered that “the God of glory thunders” (Ps.29:3).


Fellowship, as they had known it, was gone forever and from then on degrees of communion would be experienced only to the degree that sin was personally overcome. Throughout the book of Genesis, personal sensitivity to His voice allowed some to enjoy a relationship with Him and, although it could never reach the unspoiled harmony of Eden, men such as Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abram, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph all prove that He was being heard.


Genesis, the book of beginnings, is the foundation of God’s dealings with individuals, and the remainder of our Bible shows that He has never ceased to speak into individual lives. Although this is gloriously true, it could only be a partial recovery of what was lost in ‘The Fall’, for prior to it the unity of the relationship transcended individuality. Just as Genesis is seen to be the foundation of the partial recovery of man’s individual response to the voice of God, Exodus became the foundation of collective response. Now the partial recovery of unity would rise from the earlier building blocks of individuality. This was a step nearer to a collective reflection of Eden’s harmony, but God hadn’t finished speaking.


When the book of Leviticus opened with the words “And God called,” yet another dimension was being added. Its emphasis shows that collective response was designed to produce a sense of need for personal and communal holiness, so that a collective consciousness of His voice would fit them for collective service through collective obedience. Another step nearer! Between Numbers and the end of the Old Testament, men of God from Moses to Malachi had a consistent message: God speaks. They, and everyone in between, depended on the authority of His voice and stood firmly between their two great statements in Numbers 1:1 and Malachi 1:1 – “Now the LORD spoke” and “The burden of the word of the LORD.” All this was good.

SOMETHING BETTER

We are told in 2 Peter 1:21 that “men spoke from God as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.” Their writings were God-breathed or “inspired” (2 Tim.3:16) and prophetic (1 Pet.1:10-12), but God had something better. The Son of God is better than men of God; the fulfilment of prophecy is better than those who prophesied for, as the embodiment of Deity, the co-equal Servant adds a whole new weight of glory to inspiration. This wasn’t a man of God with the Word of God. This is the Son of God who is the Word of God! In Him there is the unique authority of:


	Incarnation (Jn 1:1,14) - The Word became flesh;

	Perfection (Heb.7:26) - Holy, harmless, undefiled;

	Inspiration (Jn 12:49) - The Father who sent Me gave Me a command, what I should say and what I should speak;

	Action (Jn 9:4) - I must work the works of Him who sent Me.




Now we are much nearer to the way God originally spoke in Eden. There He spoke directly, not indirectly, and they heard the voice of Elohim: Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It is evident that when He spoke to Adam and Eve it was not only a matter of verbal communication, He was sharing Himself, and this is what God wants us to enjoy from Hebrews 1:2. By saying that He has “spoken to us in His Son” we are not intended to view the Son as a mere mouthpiece. No, for God is speaking in the revelation of the Person and not only in the communication of a purpose. The complete nature of God and the complete will of God are completely revealed in Him. Grace, authority and power belong to what He is as well as to what He says (Lk.4:22,32,36). By giving Him to us, God has taken us from what was good under the Old Covenant and brought us into something better in the New Covenant. Only when He comes at the rapture will He take us from what is better and bring us, at last, into what is “very far better” (Phil.1:23).

THE SON

Christ is supreme in the letter to the Hebrews and this means it stands in special beauty alongside the four Gospel writings. In its reasoning, it compares with the letter to The Romans. In its service, it is the New Testament’s sequel to the book of Leviticus. It is full of Christ and presents Him in greater variety than any other book. He is:


the Son - the Heir – Creator - the brightness of God’s glory - the express image of His person - the Upholder - the Saviour - the Firstborn - God - the Lord - the Captain - the Apostle - the Priest, High Priest, Great Priest, Great High Priest – Jesus, Christ, Jesus Christ, Lord Jesus – Forerunner - Sacrifice - Mediator - Veil - Surety – Minister - Author and Perfecter - the Great Shepherd.


In all these twenty-eight presentations, God has something to show us about the exaltation and authority of His beloved Son. The first ten are in chapter 1, seven of which give immediate grandeur to the opening sentence. Thus the tone of the whole letter is set. Through the writer God is ready to lead us into a greater awareness of the glorious Person and into greater fellowship with Himself. Our sins are erased. Now our understanding can be enhanced and our service enriched!

PREVENTING DOUBTS

The first warning of this letter is strategically placed between two portions that draw us to the excellencies of Christ. On either side of it there are fourteen verses about Him. It’s as if God is confirming

CHRIST





	“we must” – the possibility of not heeding;

	“lest” – the possible outcome of not applying ourselves full-time;

	“drift” – the danger of not being motivated, making no effort to go forward. Floating results from a lack of inward initiative, from being unanchored, unstable, uncaring.





1) THE STABILITY OF THE WORD: WHAT WE HAVE








2) THE STABILITY OF OUR RELATIONSHIP: WHOSE WE ARE



	the upholding Creator upholding all things (Heb.1:3) - the weight of creation;

	the upholding Intercessor offered up prayers (Heb.5:7) - the weight of prayer;

	the upholding Sacrifice offered Himself (Heb.9:14) - the weight of His perfection;

	the upholding Saviour once offered (Heb.9:28) - the weight of sin;

	the upholding Priest with something to offer (Heb.8:3) - the weight of worship.






























3) THE STABILITY OF OUR POSITION: WHERE WE ARE









	In the Son - sons of God (Rom.8:14) and many sons (Heb.2:10);

	In the Heir - heirs (Rom.8:17) and heirs (Heb.1:14);

	In the Firstborn - many brethren (Rom.8:29) and brethren (Heb.2:11).






	Before the Cross - The Son, The Heir and The Firstborn;

	Because of the Cross  - Sons of God & Many Sons, Heirs, Brethren and Many Brethren;

	Guaranteed - Relationship, Partnership and Citizenship.







(4) THE STABILITY OF OUR CHARACTER: WHAT WE ARE










(5) THE STABILITY OF OUR HOPE: WHAT WE SHALL BE 






(6) THE STABILITY OF OUR SERVICE: WHAT WE CAN BE





	Psalm 91:11 - Protecting

	Daniel 8:15-26 - Interpreting

	Matthew 4:11 - Assisting

	Matthew 18:10 - Representing

	Matthew 26:53 - Defending

	Luke 2:10 - Announcing

	Luke 2:13 - Praising

	Luke 15:10 - Rejoicing

	Luke 16:22 - Escorting

	Luke 22:43 - Strengthening (see Dan.10:18-19)

	John 20:12 - Guarding

	Acts 5:19 - Delivering (see Acts 12:7-8; Gen 19:1, 10, 16)

	Hebrews 1:6 - Worshipping

	1 Peter 1:12 - Longing

	Revelation 12:7 – Warring/Touching (see Dan.10:12-13, 21)






	a loveless strength to the Lamb in Gethsemane?

	a loveless touch to Daniel?

	a loveless praise?

	a loveless rejoicing?

	a loveless worship?
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