“Yesterday, Today, and Forever”

Hebrews 13:7-19

June 5, 2011

Read Hebrews 13:7-19

Three boys are in the school yard bragging about their fathers. The first boy says, 'My Dad scribbles a few words on a piece of paper, he calls it a poem, they give him $50.'

The second boy says, 'That's nothing. My Dad scribbles a few words on piece of paper, he calls it a song, they give him $100.'

The third boy says, 'I got you both beat. My Dad scribbles a few words on a piece of paper, he calls it a sermon, and it takes four people to collect all the money!' 
 (sent by Sue Sherard)
Today, we come to the conclusion of our series on the book of Hebrews.  This last section has been a series of proverbs; wisdom sayings that are exhortations to right living. They are designed to remind listeners of what they already knew or what they had already heard. They are quick hits – sound bites that trigger the “oh, yeah, I knew that” kind of reaction spurring the congregation on to a right course of action.  

Today, the preacher has two themes: remember your leaders and hold fast to the all-surpassing better-ness of Jesus.

Remember your leaders. 

This passage is book-ended by references to the leaders of this congregation. It begins with a call to remember the early leaders, those who had been integral in God’s developing and building the congregation. It concludes by urging the people to obey their current leaders and to pray for them.

“Remember your leaders, those who spoke the word of God to you.” The context indicates that the preacher was referring to leaders who had died some time ago, but not so long ago as to have been forgotten by the congregation. “Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” 

That is incredibly good advice. Remember and consider.

It is difficult to have a long view of life. Most times I find the cares of the day to be sufficient to captivate my attention. Yet even in the day-to-day I have to make decisions: about how I will use time, about how I will treat others, about how I will deal with the challenges I encounter. It can be overwhelming to blaze a trail each day, forging my way ahead into the unknown. I want to be faithful, but it is difficult to remain faithful when all around you seem interested in providing for themselves, and seem to be having a really good time doing it. This is where the preacher steps in, “Remember. Consider.” We have examples who have gone before us to illumine the paths for us; we do not have to blaze the trail all on our own.
Years ago, when I had experienced the call into ministry while I was still practicing law, I began to wonder how to discern if this was truly God’s leading in my life. I put together a pro’s and con’s list of continuing in law versus making a radical shift to leave everything and go into ministry. One of the criteria I used was to evaluate the outcome of the lives of people I who chose the path I was on. At the time, I was 28 or 29 years old; 50 years old seemed like a long time away. So, I began looking at attorneys who were in my area of focus to see how many of their lives I would want – and what I saw was fairly convicting. 

There were not many 50 year-old attorneys practicing the kind of law I was practicing. Many of the good ones had moved on to other interests; they may still have been managing partners of their firms but were not deeply involved in the day-to-day practice. Of those who were, most were functioning alcoholics, recovering alcoholics, single or multiple divorcees, or participants of other kinds of dysfunctions. There was only one actively practicing attorney of that age whom I knew whose manner of life I really respected. In other words, from what I saw, the message was: get out or get damaged. 

On the flip side, I started looking at the ministers I knew. In worldly terms, they would not have caught your eye. Compared with the attorneys, they did not have as large houses, nice cars, opulent vacations, or other things. Yet, in the quality of life department, their lives were incredibly better. There was a peace about them. There was a countenance of purpose, that their lives meant more than simply chasing the next case or the next dollar. They certainly did not lack for adventure, with stories of mission trips and ministry opportunities. 

Needless to say – though I am saying it anyway – I was convicted that ministry was where God was leading me. 

The point is this: look critically – not condemningly – at the lives of the people of faith who have gone before you. Remember. Consider. Remember Chapter 11’s Hall of Faith? They were not perfect people; in fact, most of those people had their foibles recorded for posterity in Scripture. Even so, their lives of faith and how God revealed himself in their obedience is a tremendous encouragement to us. Those people lived prior to the time of Christ and were blessed; how much more can we have confidence and be encouraged in the assured promise of the resurrection!
Who were the people who built this congregation?  We have a number of charter members still around. Most of the rest have died; but we still can remember their lives and how the character of their faith helped shape this community in a positive way. In my time here, I think of David Trevino and Lillian Lambas. I think of Chet DeVore and Peggy Byers. I think of Carolyn Farrell Miller, Al Little and Georgia Fleming. The list could go on. And when I think of their lives, I can see how their faith in Jesus Christ made their lives all the more exemplary; all the more encouraging; all the more reason to hold fast to the faith they worked so hard to share. 

Now, think about your own life. What is the legacy you want to leave? Years from now, knowing that there will be people here who are still talking about you and remembering you – and they will, just as we do – what are the stories they will tell? I know this: they will not talk about the times you played it safe. They will talk about the times when you took chances, when you were bold, when you stepped out of the comfort zone to do something remarkable at God’s leading. 

What is a best practice for living a right life? Remember and consider.

Obey your leaders.

The other part of that bookend regarding leaders comes in verses 17-19. “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls and will give an account.” “Pray for us.”
 This is no joke. 

Spiritual leadership cannot be taken for granted; either by those who are leading or those who are called to follow those who are leading. 

Ministry is often compared to herding cats or riding rapids. Things that seem simple and straightforward rarely are. Individuals in the congregation rarely go in the same direction at the same time. When we do interviews for new staff, I will remind them that ministry is different than any other kind of job. It is incredibly rewarding; done well it allows you to enter into the holiest times in peoples’ lives. It also is incredibly challenging as you deal with people in the most difficult and most important times in their lives. And, in between the mountaintops and disasters are long periods of just living – which is where the toughest part of ministry lies.

You see, the role of a spiritual leader is to shepherd you through your daily activities so that your moments glorify God and you grow in enjoying Him forever. Spiritual leaders are tasked with “provoking you to love and good works” (remember chapter 10:24); engaging you to become skilled in the word of righteousness (remember 5:13); and, helping you mature in your faith, training you by practice to distinguish good from evil (remember 5:14). Convincing all of you that this is important is not a simple task; you are not easily persuaded.

This is not new. The fact that the preacher had to remind this early congregation suggests that human nature has not changed very much. The exhortation to “obey your leaders and submit to them” says that there was quite a bit of disobedience and non-compliance taking place. What do you think it was? Apathy? Stubbornness? Inertia? Do any of those ring a bell?

Having spiritual leaders is a gift from God for your benefit. Hiring someone as a spiritual leader does not relieve you of the responsibility of growing in your faith, of serving where and how God has called you – even when it is not comfortable. As a proverb, as a statement of wisdom for a best practice for living a right life, obey the leaders God has given you.

Spiritual leadership cannot be taken for granted; either by those who are leading or those who are called to follow those who are leading. 

Further, look at the charge that was given them, “They are keeping watch over your souls and will give an accounting.” Everyone who has served here as an elder or a deacon should take note of that: you are responsible for keeping watch over the souls of the congregation – and – you will give an accounting. 

Friends, the charge to spiritual leaders is what marks us as being different than a civic club like Kiwanis or Rotary or any of the others. There is much to be commended about civic clubs; however, they are in a different category because their leadership is not charged with “keeping watch over your souls” nor will they “give an accounting” to God for how they fulfilled the charge they were given. The church has a very specific purpose, “to be my witnesses, in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth”; that is, “to tell the good news of salvation by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ as the only Savior and Lord”; “presenting the claims of Jesus Christ, leading persons to repentance, acceptance of him as Savior and Lord, and new life as his disciples.” (Book of Order, G-3.0300 a and b)

If you are to obey leaders and submit to them, it means that leaders must be willing to lead. It means they must be willing to instruct, to direct, to invite, and to discipline. Leaders must be willing to hold up the standards to help the people. “For if the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself to the battle?” (1 Corinthians 14:8). I want you to hear this from me as your pastor and I want you to hear this in my role as moderator of the session of this congregation: our charge, our mission, our goal, our purpose at Chula Vista Presbyterian Church is to know Christ and to make Him known. That means that every member, every person who is a part of this congregation, is charged with the responsibility “to bear witness to the saving grace of Jesus Christ, leading others to repentance, acceptance of him as Savior and Lord and new life as his disciples.” To that end, we have constructed the ministries, missions and programs of this congregation.
Spiritual leadership cannot be taken for granted; either by those who are leading or those who are called to follow those who are leading. 

The high calling and charge to leaders is why it is so very important that you pray for us and pray for each other. Leaders desire to “act honorably in all things,” but often are susceptible to the same kinds of foibles as everyone. Just as there is a Hall of Faith, there also is a Hall of Shame for leaders who have not lived up to their calling – whether through lust, greed, power or any other number of vices. Some on the roll call of the infamous are familiar: Jim Baker, Jimmy Swaggart, and so on. More often, they are simply pastors or leaders in a local congregation who succumb to temptation, to frustration, to weakness, or to wounds they have experienced in their attempts to lead. Their failings hurt themselves, their families, and their congregations. Leadership can be very lonely when you do not feel or have the support of those whom you have been called to shepherd. How many of them, I wonder, fell in part because their congregations had stopped praying for them, had stopped supporting and encouraging and submitting to their leadership. 

Praying for leaders is interceding on their behalf, asking for their protection, asking for God to grant them strength. When you pray for the leaders here, you are invested in participating in the very thing for which you are praying – supporting and obeying and strengthening even when you may disagree or would do things differently. 

When leaders forget the purpose for which we have been called and/or the people refuse to obey or submit to the charge that is given them to support the leaders God has raised up for them, things fail. Things fail because they are not rooted in the one thing that has the ability to sustain them and raise them up: total reliance and dependence upon the grace of God in Jesus Christ. 


The All-Surpassing Worth of Following Jesus

Ultimately, the only thing the church has is the only thing people truly need: the gospel. As the preacher pointed out, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.  If the chief end of man really is to glorify God and enjoy him forever – or, as Jesus himself said it, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God has come near; repent and believe the good news” – then the preacher’s listeners (and we) can hold onto the promises as having all-surpassing worth.

F.F. Bruce comments on this verse:

God [says] to his people in Isaiah 48:12, “I am the first and I am the last” – language which in the New Testament is taken over and applied to Jesus without any sense of incongruity. Yesterday Jesus “offered up entreaties and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him from death” (Hebrews 5:7); today he represents his people in the presence of God, a high priest who has a fellow-feeling with them in their weakness, because he “endured trial in all respects like” themselves, “while remaining free from sin” (4:15); for ever  he lives, this same Jesus, “to intercede for them” (7:25). His help, his grace, his power, his guidance are permanently at his people’s disposal; why then should they lose heart?

This closing section has one last review of the all-sufficient, all-surpassing mystery of the grace of God expressed in Jesus Christ. The preacher reminded the congregation to hold fast to the teaching of the gospel and not to return to the traditions they had begun to re-adopt. “Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings.” 

What are strange teachings? Strange teaching is anything that proposes salvation outside or in addition to Jesus. Anything that says, “Jesus and…” or “Jesus or…” is necessarily less than the gospel. Jesus is the once-for-all; the once-for-all sacrifice for our redemption and salvation. As Peter said in Acts 4, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” In the case of the preacher’s congregation, the strange teaching had to do with returning to Jewish food laws and to sacrifices. The preacher pointed out how strict adherence to food laws had not made the people righteous nor brought them closer to God. The sacrifice system of the Jewish temple was insufficient, and “We have an altar from which those who officiate in the tabernacle have no right to eat.” The altar we have is the one Christ prepared for us, the one Christ enacted for us, the one Christ commands us to “do in remembrance of me.” 
This book of Hebrews is all about remembering and considering the majesty and mystery of God revealed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. What does it mean? What does it mean to me? Well, in all things, because of Jesus Christ – because I profess with my lips Jesus is Lord and believe in my heart God raised him from the dead – I am redeemed from my sins, washed clean from the stain and stigma of death, and restored to a relationship with God whereby I am fully capable of praising God. 

What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy Him forever. 
Conclusion

Now may the God of peace, who brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, make you complete in everything good so that you may do his will, working among us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.
8:30 prayer, invitation to table, communion, offering

10:00 hymn #507 “I Come With Joy”
PAGE  
1

