“Laying Again The Foundation”

Hebrews 6:1-12

February 27, 2011

Read Hebrews 6:1-12
A number of years ago, I attended a dinner party in our neighborhood in Escondido. Friends of ours were having a get together. It was fun for Jen and me to go out – knowing that we were within walking distance of the girls at home. 

Anyway, as parties go in San Diego, the house was open. People were congregated inside and others were outside sitting around a fire-pit. I went out to the fire pit and sat down with some people whom I recognized, but did not really know. Introductions and re-introductions were made. It was a beautiful evening. It was nice getting a chance to hang out with adults and enjoy the night air.

Well, during the course of the conversation, people asked what I did for a living. When I said, “I am a Presbyterian pastor,” the conversation immediately shifted from small talk into a conversation I am sure many of you have heard or in which you have participated.

It went something like this:

One person said, “I really struggle with religion. How can you know which one is true?” Someone else chimed in with, “Well, I believe in God, but I don’t go to church. I pray. I don’t think you need to go to church in order to believe in God.”  A third person said, “There is truth in all the religions. I think all roads lead to heaven. If you are a good person, you try hard, God is going to understand.” Someone asked the third person if they worship anywhere. “No,” they say, “we don’t believe in organized religion. Jesus is God for Christians, Jews have Moses, Muslims have Mohammed, Buddhists have Buddha…it doesn’t really make any difference.” Someone turned to me and said, “What do you think? Does it make any difference what God you worship?”
My response? “Thank you all for providing sermon material for weeks on end!” 

What would you say? How would you respond? Does it make any difference what we do here? Does it make any difference what we believe and what we proclaim? Does it make any difference which God you believe in?

Unless I miss my read of this congregation, I believe it is fair to say that for some of you, having the spotlight turned on you in this situation would cause your anxiety to skyrocket and your heart rate to race. For others, you would feel like an 8 year old who had gotten to golden ticket to Willie Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. 

The preacher in Hebrews was talking to a congregation very similar to all of you. They may have been in a different place, they may have been living in different times, but their experience of faith in the real world is not all that different from ours. Remember, last week, the preacher rebuked the congregation because they had not progressed in their discipleship; specifically, “you have become dull in understanding. Though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the basic elements of the oracles of God.” Further, “You need milk, not solid food.” The preacher rebuked the congregation for being “unskilled in the word of righteousness.” The preacher challenged the people to seek to mature, to have their “faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil.”

The conversation I experienced was an invitation to apply the training I had. It was as if God had handed me a pop ordination exam question in real life to see if I could say what I believed. In my mind, there were all sorts of directions to go, but the emphasis was on the basics of the faith.

In our passage this morning, the preacher was urging the congregation to remember the basics of the faith; that is, the things that provide a foundation for discerning and distinguishing good from evil. The preacher lifted up six basic concepts that should have been familiar to that congregation; six basic concepts that should be familiar to all of you.

If you still have your Bibles open (and please keep them open), I want to focus our attention on the “basic teaching” that forms the foundation about Christ:

1. Repentance from dead works

2. Faith in God

3. Teachings about baptisms

4. Laying on of hands

5. Resurrection from the dead; and, 

6. Eternal Judgment

We are going to go through all of these rather quickly. However, just because I am not going to dwell and exhaust them does not mean they are not important. Each of these is a significant consequence of what God has done by intervening in history through Jesus Christ for the purpose of effecting our salvation. Let me say that sentence again: each of these six basic teachings is a significant consequence of what God has done by intervening in history through Jesus Christ for the purpose of effecting our salvation.


What Has God Done?

It all starts with Jesus. 

The preacher started with Jesus. 

Remember chapter 1 a few weeks back? Jesus is greater than the angels. In Jesus, God has spoken to us by his Son, “whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word.” In chapter 2, the preacher pointed us to the miracle of Jesus’ incarnation: he joined us in our humanity – including suffering – and declared that we are his brothers and sisters. In chapter 3, the preacher showed how Jesus was greater than Moses; and in chapter 4, how the “Sabbath rest” into which Jesus leads us is greater than the Promised land towards which Moses led the people. In chapter 5, the preacher urged the congregation to remember how Jesus was greater than Aaron and the high priests, and the function Jesus served has greater significance than what the high priests could ever do. 

So, as a result of what God has done, we know these six results, six consequences, six basic teachings. Let me walk you through these, speaking as plainly as I can muster.

1. Repentance from dead works

There are two ways to live your life; trying to earn your salvation or trusting in God for your salvation. The preacher did not spell this out, but Paul did in Romans. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” You cannot wipe out your own sin, you cannot equal the balance sheet, you cannot in your own power make up for your rebellion against God’s sovereign rule, your attempt to be god of your own life. Sin is deadly; in fact, “the wages of sin is death.” The danger of “I’m good enough for God to accept” is that it misses the foundational piece God requires: a righteous relationship with him. 

Further, God is not “going to understand” the refusal to accept the Lordship of Jesus Christ. It is as if you are saying God must accept you on your terms, not that you need to accept God on God’s terms. The refusal to accept the gift of grace offered in Jesus Christ means that you are relying on the power of your own righteousness to stand in the presence of the holy God. That is a losing position. What is repentance from dead works? It means that you trust God for your salvation and turn away from your trying to do things on your own terms.

2. Faith in God

Faith in God involves more than intellectual, conceptual understanding of what God is or who God is supposed to be. Faith involves a conviction. In Genesis 15 – we looked at in-depth last year – Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. Later in the Old Testament, when it became clear that Israel would not abide by the terms of the covenant, the prophet Habakkuk proclaimed (Habakkuk is between Nahum and Zephaniah), 

Then the LORD answered me and said ”Write the vision; make it plain on tablets so that a runner may read it. For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end and does not lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay. Look at the proud! Their spirit is not right in them, but the righteous live by their faith.
The same message is picked up in the New Testament. In Ephesians 2, which we quoted recently, Paul wrote this, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast.” Faith means living your life in the conviction and hope of God’s faithfulness. 

Life is full of moments of faith. God does not leave us alone. God calls us daily. If we have eyes to see and ears to hear, there are all sorts of opportunities each day to engage with others in ways that are pleasing to God. There are all sorts of opportunities to step out of our comfort zones – you can take baby steps, you do not need to leap out of your comfort zone. The point is that faith is not passive, it is active.
3. Teachings about baptisms

Baptisms here can be a little confusing. The closer translation is “ablutions” or ritual purity rites. In that context, it seems to be a different emphasis than the sacrament of baptism, though there are some overlapping things going on. 

There were a number of ceremonial cleaning rituals described in the Old Testament, reflecting symbolically the cleansing of the heart done by God. For example, in Ezekiel 36:25, referring to the old ceremonial ablutions, the prophet spoke the word of the LORD saying, “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you.” The idea here is that the ceremonies are a testimony to what God is doing, not that they are purifying in themselves.

Following on the idea that faith is active, here, the preacher was referring to discipleship. In our discipleship, God continues to work in us. When Jesus calls, “Come, follow me,” it means following, obeying, imitating, and working intentionally to have a mind akin to his. Following Jesus is a daily way of life. It involves God conforming our behavior to Jesus’ likeness. 
4. Laying on of hands

Laying on of hands talks about the immediacy of the fellowship believers are to have. The church is a gift to us; not an undue burden or obligation. It is meant for our edification, for our upbuilding, for our encouragement. From the early church, it was understood that the Holy Spirit showed up and was present in the laying on of hands. You see this most often when we ordain and install the elders and deacons, the spiritual leaders of the congregation.

This one goes to the person who says, “I do not need to go to church in order to worship.” You know and I know that church people can be frustrating and difficult; however, God has given us to each other and commands us to meet together for the purpose of worship. Life is not all about me – or even me and God – particularly if I am ignoring his command to join with his body. The person who isolates deprives the church of something God intended as a blessing to the whole – and – they also isolate from the blessing of others that God intended for that person. God has called us together so that we may give to each other. In our own selfishness, we will always think we are giving more than we are getting – but look at Jesus: are you really giving more than Jesus gave?  
5. Resurrection from the dead; and, 

Not all roads lead to heaven; not all roads lead to resurrection from the dead. By the way, when we talk about this, we talk in terms of our hope of resurrection now – not just on “that” day. For those who have accepted Jesus, “to live is Christ and to die is gain.” For those who have accepted Jesus, “Where, O Death, is thy victory? Where, O Death, is thy sting? The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” God promised that the Messiah would suffer, be crucified, and raised from the dead. Jesus told the disciples that he must suffer at the hands of the authorities, be crucified, and that he would be raised from the dead. Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life.” 

The resurrection from the dead makes Christ different than all the other “leaders” like Mohammed and Buddha and all the others. Jesus was raised from the dead, victorious over the grave, never to die again. Because he told the truth about his resurrection, we can trust his promise for our resurrection in him – joining him in victory over the grave, never to die again. We will not become God; we will live face-to-face with God.
6. Eternal Judgment

The preacher gave more of an explanation of eternal judgment than any of the other five “basic” teachings, and this one causes Christians to be quite nervous. First, eternal judgment is coming – make no mistake. As I said last week, whether we want to admit it or not, we know deep in our soul that there will be an accounting for the way we lived, for the choices we made, and for the obedience we rendered. We know that there will be an eternal judgment. 

Second, there is language here that has caused consternation for generations. “For it is impossible to restore again to repentance those who have once been enlightened, and 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, since on their own they are crucifying again the Son of God and are holding him up to contempt.” Does this mean that if you ever have doubts, your salvation is in trouble? No. That is not what the preacher was addressing. Does this mean that if you ever do something stupid or selfish or sinful, your salvation is in trouble? No. That is not what the preacher was addressing. The preacher is going for those people who deliberately, intentionally, aggressively, and persistently denounce Jesus Christ as a fraud, liar, or turn their back and insist that they are able to stand on their own for righteousness (or ignore it altogether). If you know someone who has turned away from God – for whatever reason (loss of a loved one, hard circumstances, some disappointment) – and now spends their days in bitter vengeance seeking to destroy the gospel, you can look at the fruit of their lives and discern the very damnation that the preacher described.

But note, the preacher did not leave the congregation wondering. “Even though we speak in this way, beloved, we are confident of better things in your case, things that belong to salvation.” In other words, the preacher exhorted the congregation to observe the truth of what was proclaimed, but encouraged them not to worry because they were headed on a different path. 
So, let me take you back to the party. The question was, “What do you think? Does it make any difference what God you believe in?”
As I said, my mind was racing with directions to go. I remember thinking, “Answer the question first.” My actual response was, “If you are asking, I am glad to share with you. Yes, it absolutely matters what God you believe in. It absolutely matters that you believe in Jesus; that you proclaim with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead. ‘There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.’ And, look, if that sounds intolerant or exclusivist, I get it – but it does not change the fact that it is true and that it is good news. It is my hope, it is my joy, it is my blessing, and it is my honor to worship the God who has loved me enough to redeem me from all the stupid, selfish, evil, and sinful things I have done; to wash me clean and declare me righteous, and to give me victory over death.”

Now, they were somewhat taken aback by the rather forthright conviction with which I spoke; but it lead to some further interesting discussion about the meaning of what God accomplished in Jesus. I did not have to argue or beat them into agreement; just by providing a clear witness, they engaged the gospel directly. The point is this: I did not give that answer because you all pay me to give that answer. I gave that answer because I believe it to be true, I believe it to be Scriptural, and I am convicted that it is good news. “For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith.”


Conclusion

My goal here is to urge, exhort, and cheer you on to the confidence of the faith that you have received. It is to encourage you to dig deeper into the faith that has been given you in order that you would become skilled in the word of righteousness, having faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil.

“God is not unjust; he will not overlook your work and the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints as you still do. [I] want each of you to show the same diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope to the very end, so that you may not become sluggish, but imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promise.” 

Build on the sure foundation that has been laid.  Amen.
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