“Holding Fast To The Confession of Our Hope”

Hebrews 10:19-39

May 1, 2011

Read Hebrews 10:19-39

Here we are: one week after Easter. It was glorious, wasn’t it? 

We are at the point in the sermon where the preacher built on the foundation of what God has done by transitioning into, “therefore, you should…” In other words, because of what God has shown and accomplished, believers can live confidently and hopefully. In these verses, there are two affirmations and three exhortations. Verses 19 – 21 have the summary and affirmations of what God has done.

· Affirmation #1: We have confidence in the blood of Jesus;

· Affirmation #2: We have a great high priest over the house of God.

Verses 22 through 25 have the three exhortations:

· Exhortation #1: Let us approach God with a true heart in full assurance of faith;

· Exhortation #2: Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering; and,

· Exhoration #3: Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.

Exhortation #1: Let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith

Because of what God has done for us in the gift of his Son Jesus Christ, and because of the role Jesus plays on our behalf in the eternal kingdom of God, believers can approach God with full assurance. In other words, believers do not have to wonder. We do not have to be afraid. We do not have to live skittish lives of anxiety wondering if God is up there waiting to smite us at the first opportune moment. 

The Christian faith is not a set of rules and regulations; it is an invitation to enter into the relationship with the eternal God of all creation. God is sovereign over all of creation; God has authority over you and me. Everything we do will see the light of day in God’s presence. 

Now, the point here is that we can approach God without carrying the burden of anxiety about how God is going to treat us. Because we stand with the great high priest, we know that his righteousness is credited to us. We know because his death on the cross sealed our forgiveness in the new covenant. 

How are we assured? “Our hearts are sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies are washed with pure water.” Do you recognize the references? Our hearts being sprinkled clean is the Lord’s Supper, in which we remember Jesus’ blood shed for our sins sprinkled on the mercy seat for our forgiveness. Our bodies washed with pure water is baptism, in which Christ joined with us in our humanity, we are joined with Christ in his death so that we also are joined with him in his resurrection. In other words, part of the beauty of last week’s baptism of Gemma Rose Mashburn was the remembrance of how Christ purifies each one of us who have received him as Lord and Savior. The communion meal we share today is a reminder and a seal of the sufficiency of Christ for our salvation.

The assurance comes from these sacraments. They are outward signs of inward realities. They are the church’s testimony to the larger world of the truth of the gospel; done in obedience to Christ’s command and a celebration of Christ’s victory. God has been faithful through generations, preserving the witness of the church through these simple actions. 

You know, all that is great in theory, but what does it mean to us when we leave this sanctuary? What does it mean when we go out to the supermarket, or to our jobs, or to any number of other social events where we encounter both believers and non-believers?

It means that we live with a perception and perspective of worship. Wherever we are, whatever we are doing, we do so cognizant of our role in the divine order of things: what is the chief end of man? The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy him forever. The full assurance of faith is the conviction believers our lives have meaning to God. We matter to God. 

Now, I will fully admit that I am not always exuberant in my praise. Yesterday, as I made my third trip up and back on L street/Telegraph Canyon/Otay Lakes Road and sat at traffic light after traffic light, you would have been hard pressed to recognize the perspective of worship in my countenance. There are moments we all would probably like to have back, things that we said in haste that we wish we hadn’t, things we did that we wish we could undo. It is when I begin to dwell on those things that I am encouraged by remembering baptism: what it meant, how those promises were made to me, and how the Holy Spirit has sealed me in grace. I am encouraged by remembering the Lord’s Supper: how I am fed, strengthen, sustained by Christ and how God uses even my weakness to bear witness to his greatness, sovereignty, and grace.

As you may recall, in the Old Testament times, there was a curtain that separated the Holy of Holies in the Temple from the outer sanctuary. The Ark of the Covenant with the Mercy Seat was held in the Holy of Holies, and one priest would enter once a year to sprinkle blood on the mercy seat as a sacrifice on behalf of the people. When Jesus died on the cross, the Gospel of Matthew reports, “At that moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom.” The preacher to the Hebrews reflects that Jesus’ blood “opened for us the new way through the curtain.” We can approach God with full assurance because Jesus made it possible for us to do so; we do approach God with full assurance because it is good for us to do so. 

Exhortation #2: Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering

This leads to the second exhortation, which is to “hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering.” Our faith is not limited to remembering the past. Our faith looks forward to the fulfillment of the kingdom. We live in the expectation of seeing – within our lifetime or in eternity – the kingdom of God fully manifest. We live in the anticipation of dwelling in the very presence of God, seeing face to face what we see now only dimly.

In short, we are not killing time until we get to heaven. We seek to grow in the obedience of our faith as we pray for eyes to see how God is at work. Nothing we do can usher in the kingdom any faster than the LORD has willed it; yet, there is a sense in which God is using us even now to build on the foundation he laid with Jesus Christ as the cornerstone. We are working now in preparation for the celebration of the wedding feast of the Lamb.

That is not so hard to picture, is it? How many of you watched the Royal Wedding this last week between Prince William and Kate Middleton? It was reported on one of the news channels that more than $30 million was spent on security alone. Think of the number of people who were involved in the planning, preparations, practices, rehearsals, and then the day itself. Think about the time each one of them spent dedicating themselves to their specific task, trying to make sure to perform at their highest level so as to make sure things were perfect. Think about how their families rallied around to support the extra hours and effort they were making and how important this day was to their lives, never mind the couple themselves. All those people put in all that effort in the confident expectation that the wedding was going to take place. 

Now, imagine the reaction if, at the last minute, William and Kate said, “Never mind. Sorry.” You know what would have happened: outrage, disappointment, recriminations, and demand for accountability. Why? The reaction would have been furious because people had put so much of themselves into preparing for that day. 

Friends, we too are preparing for that day. We are working now in preparation for the celebration of the wedding feast of the Lamb. Unlike William and Kate, we do not have a specific date set; however, we can be assured that day will come. When it does it will be a surprise, but we are working now to be prepared. 

My cousin Karen came down from Pasadena to participate in the Relay for Life walk with Jen. The Royal Wedding was a topic of conversation and she remembered her experience of our wedding. Jen and I were engaged on Valentine’s Day my first year at Fuller. We set a June date for the wedding. At the time, Jen lived in Long Beach and I was in Pasadena. 

Part of the plan was to get Jen a job closer to Pasadena while I was still in school. We expected that it would take some time, so we started looking soon after we got engaged. We started looking around and there was a job posted for an Assistant to the Provost at Fuller. We had to look up the meaning of Provost – discovering that it meant “Chief Academic Dean” – the on-site manager of the academic program of the seminary. She applied, then interviewed, and then was offered the position. Though not surprised that she got the job, we were amazed at the timing: it was months before the wedding. 

Commuting from Long Beach to Pasadena was not a viable option. Moving in together was not a viable option – seminaries frown on that sort of thing from their students and staff. So, in order to make it work, we needed to get married. In a few short days, we scurried around to get the license and other legal details handled. It was hectic, but we were all set to go – except for one thing: we had not had time to invite anyone. My parents were in England visiting my brother and family on sabbatical; Jen’s parents were out of town. At about 11:00 a.m. on a rainy Tuesday in April, I called Karen and asked nonchalantly, “Hey, what are you up to today?” “Oh, I am working on a few files, but nothing serious. Why?” “Well, Jen and I are getting married today in the Prayer Garden at Fuller and wondered if you might want to come.” After a brief pause, she laughed and said, “Of course we will be there.” 

In the course of several hours, Karen went out and put together the decorations. She gathered candles and flowers. She also was our photographer. Jen’s boss performed the ceremony after her second day of work. Seminary classmates were our witnesses. We had the wedding most couples dream of having: a few close family and friends, a beautiful setting, and no arguments about the details – there just was not any time. It was a blast and was one of the great blessings of my life.

But here’s the point: Karen did not know we were going to call that day. She was in the midst of other things, but she dropped everything and gave her best to make our day so very special. We do not know the hour and the day of the wedding feast of the Lamb, but we do know it is coming. Are we preparing our hearts, our minds, ourselves, to be ready for the call, “Hey, what are you up to today?” 

Holding fast to the confession of our faith means living in the expectation of that day. As the hymn says, “When Christ shall come with shout of acclamation and take me home, what joy shall fill my heart! Then I shall bow in humble adoration and there proclaim, my God, how great Thou art!”

(For study: note the flip side of this joy and glory for those who reject Christ. Verses 26 – 31 represent judgment towards those who “willfully persist in sin after having received the knowledge of the truth.” Think of this in terms of those who understand, intellectually, the resurrection but do not hold to the conviction that God raised Jesus from the dead; and, as a result, live according to their own righteousness and purpose. They are basically calling Jesus a liar and the consequence is severe and dire: “How much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by those who have spurned the Son of God, profaned the blood of the covenant by which they were sanctified and outraged the Spirit of grace? For we know the one who said, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay.” And again, “The Lord will judge his people.” It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” True.)

Exhortation #3: Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.

Having full assurance of faith that we may approach God boldly, and living in the hope that God will fulfill the kingdom promises, we are left to wonder how to prepare in the meantime. That is exhortation #3: let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds.

What a great phrase! For anyone who has resented being nagged by invitations to participate in activities, for anyone who has bristled against calls to tithe or give financial gifts, for anyone who feels manipulated by the message, here is the justification for all of it. Whether translated “provoke” or “stimulate,” the idea is the same: we are to push each other to love and good deeds. We, like the original listeners of this sermon, are prone to inertia and also prone to “go along to get along.” Having seen the result of those tendencies, the preacher urged the congregation to take responsibility for holding each other accountable. 

One of the marks of the true church is discipline, uprightly effected. The Scots Confession says that there are three marks, or characteristics, of the true church: the Word rightly preached; Sacraments rightly administered; and discipline rightly effected, where virtue is nourished and vice is repressed. Provoking one another to love and good deeds is a way of nourishing virtue. The one illustration of provoking love and good deeds is by meeting together. When we meet together we worship, praise God, sing hymns, and pray – together. When you skip worship, you deprive both yourself and the rest of the body of your encouragement. 
So: nag, nag, nag each other, stimulate each other, provoke each other – in love!

On Friday, I was blessed to be asked to bring greetings on behalf of the congregation to the Presbyterian Women of the Presbytery. The ladies from congregations all over San Diego had gathered in the Family Life Center for their meeting. Our Presbyterian Women had set out quite a spread for them, and I received compliments for how our PW was spoiling the rest of them. They began their time with prayer, and the Moderator lifted up all the people who had been impacted by the tornadoes in the Midwest.  I thought about the e-mail from Yuki that I read last week, talking about the Japanese people struggling after the earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear crises. When I was introduced, I reminded them of the earthquake the women experienced that Easter morning as the angel of the LORD descended like lightning from heaven and rolled away the stone from the empty tomb. I felt led to share with them Psalm 46, 

“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult. 

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High. God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning dawns. The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on the earth. He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire. “Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.” The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. ” (Psalms 46 NRSV)
Then, I shared with them a couple of stories about ways I had seen God at work in our midst in the last thirty days. I concluded noting, “How awesome is the God we serve. How marvelous is his love for us, how sure is the hope we have in him.” It was a blessing to me to be with them. It was encouraging to me to be able to share.

I could not have shared these stories and words if we had not gotten together in Christ’s name. By being together, we are able to encourage, exhort, stimulate, and provoke each other to remember the goodness of the LORD.

Conclusion
Here is the amazing thing about what the preacher was saying: it was nothing new. It was nothing they had not heard many times previously. Think about it – it is a familiar triad of exhortations:

· Let us approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith = faith;

· Let us hold fast to the confession of our hope without wavering = hope; and,

· Let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds = love.

Faith, hope, and love – the preacher was rephrasing what they already knew so that they might hear it with fresh ears: 

God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son; whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life

- and -

Love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; and love your neighbor as yourself.

As we come to the Table that Jesus prepared, we remember the assurance of our faith in his baptism and sacrifice for us; we renew the hope of our confession; and we are joined together in love, in Christ. That is what Easter people do. Amen.
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