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October 5, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 10:26-31
Sermon: A Dreadful Warning, a Blessed Promise

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

The Book of Hebrews contains four warnings. The first is found in
chapter two and it warns against drifting away from the faith by failing to
hold fast to the gospel. The second is found in chapter three, where we are
exhorted not to turn away from God with an unbelieving heart. The third is
found in chapter six in a passage that lifts up the dire consequences of
apostasy—of turning away from the Lord. In our lesson today we come to
the fourth warning. Like the first three, it comes from an author who is
concerned that there are Hebrew Christians who have heard and accepted the
gospel of Christ and yet, through pressures brought by family and
persecutions brought by the government, are in danger of turning away from
Christ in unbelief. As we saw last week, he exhorted them to hold
unswervingly to the faith, because some were beginning to waver. Hold told
them not to neglect meeting together, because some were beginning to get
into the habit of missing church. He told them to encourage one another, for
some were becoming discouraged and cold in their faith. It was a heavy
burden for our author, because he knew that for those who turn from Christ
all that is left is “a fearful expectation of judgement and of raging fire that
will consume the enemies of God.” He knew that for those who reject Christ
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there is condemnation and that condemnation means nothing less than going
to hell.

Let’s turn to our lesson and begin with a consideration of verse 26. It
says, “If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the
knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left…” The word “truth” here
has a number of meanings. First of all, the truth is that which is opposed to
falsehood. It is the opposite of a lie. But that is not the main meaning of the
word as it is used in our passage. What is being contrasted here is the reality
of Jesus Christ and the shadows and pictures of Jesus Christ that are found in
the rites and ceremonies of the Old Testament. These Hebrews had received
the knowledge of the truth. That is, they have come to know and understand
that the Old Testament is a book about Jesus. They have discovered that the
tabernacle and the temple and the sacrifices are types or sketches of the
greater reality of Jesus and his atoning ministry. They have come to
understand that the shed blood of bulls and goats points to Calvary and the
true Lamb of God who offered up his life to effectually take away sin. It has
been revealed to them that the priests’ sprinkling of the blood of bulls and
goats is an earthly picture of the divine spiritual cleansing that takes place
when the Holy Spirit applies and sprinkles the cleansing blood of Jesus to
the sinner’s heart through faith. They have had their eyes opened to the
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truths that Jesus taught the two disciples on the road to Emmaus when, on
the day of his resurrection, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he
explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning
himself” (Luke 24:27). That is the truth that some were in danger of
sinning against.

Our lesson says, “If we deliberately keep in sinning.” The Greek
word used here for “deliberately sinning” is hekousios. It means “without
compulsion.” In one form of the noun it can mean a “volunteer.” This verse
does not describe believers who are struggling with sin. It does not even
describe believers who have a besetting sin which plagues their lives and
displeases the Lord. It refers to those who reject Christ’s authority and
flagrantly continue in sin. They have received the knowledge of the truth.
They know what Christ has done. Their understanding is more than
superficial. And yet, knowing this, they revert to an attitude of rejection and
embrace a life of continual sin. They have become like the men described in
Proverbs 2:13-15, “who leave the straight paths to walk in dark ways, who
delight in doing wrong and rejoice in the perverseness of evil, whose paths
are crooked and who are devious in their ways.”
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For this there is no sacrifice, for having rejected the sacrifice of
Christ, there is nowhere else for them to go to be forgiven. It does no good
to go back to Judaism, for the rites and ceremonies of Judaism could not
save. Our author has been insisting over and over again that “it is
impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Hebrews
10:4). It does not good to look inward, for as Jeremiah said, “The heart is
deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand
it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). It does no good to look to man-made religions.
Buddha, Confucius, Mohammad are all dead. None of them knew the way
to heaven when they were alive and now none of them is alive to tell us how
to get there. Our author is warning his congregation—and us—if you will
not be saved by Christ you will not be saved at all.

Now before going on I want to be clear here. Our lesson does not say
that if a person apostatizes there is no hope of obtaining pardon through the
sacrifice of Christ should he repent and return to the Lord. It is teaching that
if a person perseveres—deliberately and continually—to apostatize, putting
away the sacrifice of Christ and refusing to repent, there is nowhere else he
can go to be forgiven. There is no atoning sacrifice other than the sacrifice
of Christ. As Luke wrote in Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else,
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for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be
saved.”

What is left, then, for those who have despised the Lord and his
sacrifice in this way? Look at verse 27: “Only a fearful expectation of
judgement and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God.” This
passage clearly teaches the reality of condemnation, punishment and hell. It
is not a popular idea these days. It never has been. There are many who are
not able to reconcile the love of God on the one hand and the wrath of God
on the other. Clark Pinnock, an erstwhile evangelical scholar had this to say
about the Bible’s teaching about hell:
I consider the concept of hell as endless torment in body and
mind an outrageous doctrine, a theological and moral enormity, a bad
doctrine of the tradition which needs to be changed.
Pinnock wants to take it out of the Bible. John Stott, who in many ways is
an orthodox and evangelical Christian, goes off the rails here as well. He is
not willing to go as far as Pinnock, to be sure. He maintains that God will
punish sinners. But he says that their punishment will not be eternal; the
wicked will be annihilated; they will simply cease to exist.

Well, what are we supposed to do when confronted by an awesome
and terrible doctrine like the doctrine of divine punishment? We cannot
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begin by asking the question, “How do we fell about this teaching?” We
must start as always by simply asking, “What does the Bible say?” And
once we come to terms with what the Bible says we must then submit
ourselves to its teachings, come what may. Listen to what Jesus says in
Matthew 18. “If you hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and
throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to
have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire.” Note the nature
of the fire. It is eternal. It doesn’t die out to indicate that the punishment
continues. In Mark 9 Jesus speaks of the danger of hell and then quotes
Isaiah:
And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for
you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes
and be thrown into hell, where “their worm does not die, and the fire
is not quenched.”
That the worm doesn’t die and the fire is not quenched is again indicative of
the continuing nature of the punishment of hell. In Revelation 20:10 we
learn that the devil will be thrown into the lake of burning fire and “will be
tormented day and night for ever and ever.” A few verses later we find that
“the lake of fire is the second death” and that if “anyone’s name was not
found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire” (v.15).
Beloved, the Bible depicts judgement and hell not merely as destruction, but
as everlasting punishment and torment for the devil and his followers. That
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is why the writer of Hebrews is so urgent in his warning. “It is a dreadful
thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (10:31).

Now before going on I need to say a word about reconciling the love
of God and the wrath of God. It is simply this: God’s wrath is not opposed
to his love. The wrath and love of God are inseparably joined together. J. I.
Packer puts it this way:
God’s wrath in the Bible is never the capricious, self-indulgent,
irritable, morally ignoble thing that human anger so often is. It is,
instead, a right and necessary reaction to objective moral evil. God is
only angry where anger is called for…. Would a God who did not
react adversely to evil in His world be morally perfect? Surely not.
But it is precisely this adverse reaction to evil, which is a necessary
part of moral perfection, that the Bible has in mind when it speaks of
God’s wrath. This is righteous anger—the right reaction of moral
perfection in the Creator towards moral perversity in the creature.
God cannot be a God of love without being a God of wrath because he
cannot be good as God without being just in his punishment of sin. But, you
may say, “Isn’t eternal punishment overdoing it?” God doesn’t think so, and
he doesn’t think so because he knows perfectly the dreadful sinfulness of sin
and the utter purity and holiness of his being and his kingdom. A. W. Tozer
put it this way. He said that there was one text written on the walls of hell:
“True and righteous are thy judgements, O Lord” (Revelation 16:67).

Let’s pick up our lesson and read verses 28 and 29:
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Anyone who rejected the Law of Moses died without mercy on
the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do
you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of
God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the
covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace?
Our author takes us to the days of the Old Testament and gives us an
example of a person who rejected the Law of Moses. The word “rejected”
can also be translated “despised” or “annulled.” This is an Israelite who
renounces the authority of Moses and the Law. He refuses to comply with
its requirements. He violates the law and will not submit to its appointed
ceremonies. He treats Moses as if he were an impostor and worships other
gods. Such a man, after a trial, was to be put to death. Now if that is the
case with someone in the Old Testament time, who rejects Moses, a
messenger of God, what is to be done with someone who despises Jesus, the
very Son of God? What is to be done with someone who tramples the good
name of Jesus under his foot, holds in contempt the atoning sacrifice of
Christ on the cross by treating as unholy the blood he shed, and scorns the
Holy Spirit who has brought the grace of God in Christ near? Beloved, it is
not an outrage for those who despise the Lord and his work and his Spirit to
be damned; it is an outrage that man, having received the gift of Christ,
should hate him and hold him in contempt.
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Christ didn’t come into the world in anger to judge us, for we were
already guilty. He came into the world in love to save sinners who were
liable to judgement. And he offered up his life for us on the cross as a
payment for our sin. He suffered God’s wrath for sin that we might escape.
Think of the Lord in the Garden of Gethsemane. He prayed that the cup of
wrath might be taken from him, but if not, he stood willing to drain it to the
dregs. He suffered in agony, sweating great drops of blood as he prayed.
James Boice said this:
This was not a man shrinking from physical death…. It was the
horror of the holy, eternal Son of God as he faced the experience of
being made sin for us and of bearing the wrath of separation from the
love of God in our place. He was delivered up so that we might be
spared. He bore the wrath of God so that we might never have to bear
it.
J. C. Ryle said,
“Terribly black must be that guilt for which nothing but the blood of
the Son of God could make satisfaction. Heavy must that weight of
human sin be which made Jesus groan and sweat great drops of blood
in agony at Gethsemane and cry at Golgotha, “My God, my God, why
has thou forsaken me?”
J. I. Packer wrote,
The physical pain, though great (for crucifixion remains the
cruellest from of judicial execution that the world has ever known)
was yet only a small part of the story; Jesus’ chief sufferings were
mental and spiritual and what was packed into less than 400 minutes
was an eternity of agony—such that each minute was an eternity in
itself.
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The punishment of hell is dreadful, but the point is not that God is cruel, for
it was God himself in the person of Jesus Christ who freely bore the wrath of
hell on behalf of others. The point is not that hell is morally objectionable.
That is looking at things upside down. The real point is that sin is repulsive.
It is grotesque. It is terrible. The cross declares that sin is horrible and must
be done away with. And even as the cross declares the ugliness of sin, so it
also declares both the holiness of God, who cannot abide evil and the love of
God who pours out his wrath on his own Son that we might be saved. You
can think of it this way: It took the cross for God to love the world. Offering
up to death his only begotten Son was the price the Father had to pay to
reconcile the world to himself.
What wondrous love is this, O my soul, O my soul,
What wondrous love is this, O my soul!
What wondrous love is this, that cause the Lord of bliss,
To bear the dreadful curse, for my soul, for my soul,
To bear the dreadful curse for my soul!

If someone hears of the love of God poured out on their behalf by the
Lord Jesus; if someone draws near to the holy things of the Lord, tasting of
the goodness of God; if someone has experienced the spiritual food given
through the Word and the Sacrament, and then turns aside, expressing a
revulsion of the Lord and a hatred of his ways and an embracing of the
world, the flesh and the devil, what is left for him but the vengeance of God?
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In God alone are found lasting joy and peace and comfort. Reject God and
what is left but misery and enmity, hate and madness?

Look at verse thirty. It says, “‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ and
again, ‘The Lord will judge his people.’” For some, this is a terrible threat,
for it is a guarantee that all their opposition to the Lord and his ways and his
people will in due time come to an end and justice will be meted out in full
measure to all who have despised and rejected him who had come only to do
them good. It will be terrible on the Day of the Lord. Those who have
scorned the Lord will call out “to the mountains and rocks, ‘Fall on us and
hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the
Lamb! For the great day of their wrath has come and who can
stand?” (Revelation 6:16).

For others, this is not a threat but a blessed promise. It is a wonderful
promise for all who are able to pray, “Lord, let you judgement of my sins fall
in full measure, but let it fall on the One who has come to be my Substitute.
Let your wrath be fully and finally exhausted upon him. He is worthy to
bear the sins of many for he himself is sinless and full of righteousness. He
is willing to freely offer up himself on my behalf, for he is gracious and full
of love. He is able to take my sins and take them away, for he is a mighty
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Saviour for mighty sinners, even for such as me. Grant that I may receive
the gift of Christ and that receiving may never turn back, but continually
walk in the way he would have me to go. Grant me grace that I might hold
his name in honour and good reputation, never being ashamed to own him as
my Lord. Grant me grace to cherish the blood of his sacrifice by making my
life an offering of devotion, thanksgiving, obedience and praise. Grant me
grace to receive the Holy Spirit with gladness, with a repentant and
teachable heart and a blessed willingness to submit to his sanctifying power.
Let me escape from condemnation and find in you my loving, heavenly and
eternal Father.” Beloved, such a prayer will be answered. A way will be
made from death to life and from this life into the blessedness of the life to
come. Bless and encourage one another with these truths. In Christ’s name.
AMEN.
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