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Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 12:14-17
Sermon: Necessary Guidance for Christian Living

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

Our author is concerned that the people of his congregation stand firm
when the day of testing arrives. He is expecting them to suffer a season of
heavy persecution in the near future. He has written to them, saying, “In
your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding
blood” (12:4). The implication, of course, is that they soon will. To bless
them as their day of testing approaches he has words of guidance and advice
for them. We have been considering those words for the past two weeks as
we began our study of Hebrews 12.

He first tells them that they have a race to run and so they must get rid
of every hindrance and flee from every sin, keeping their eyes fixed upon
Jesus. The example of those who have gone before them—a great cloud of
witnesses—will be a blessing and encouragement to them in their race.
Second, our author speaks of God’s discipline. His congregation must never
think that their trials have not come to them through the hands of their
loving, sovereign God and Father. All their trials, burdens, sufferings and
scars are ultimately for the purpose of their own blessing and God’s glory.
They are to hold on to that truth so they do not lose heart and so they will
produce a harvest of righteousness and peace. As our lesson opens today our
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author adds to his words of encouragement straightforward instructions
about how Christians are to live in difficult and dangerous times. He points
out what Christian priorities are to be and what dangers Christians face.
Let’s turn to our lesson.

Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy;
without holiness no one will see the Lord.
Make every effort to live in peace. Be holy, for without holiness no
one will see the Lord. Striving for peace has to do with our relationship with
others; being holy had to do with our relationship with God. Our lesson has
a horizontal aspect and a vertical one. Let’s take the horizontal one first.
“Make every effort to live in peace with all men.” The phrase “make every
effort” can be translated as “strive.” Here it means to pursue peace with a
sustained and determined attitude. The word peace here—eirene—has to do
with peace, reconciliation, peace making and the blessings of peace. Psalm
34:14 captures something of the sense of the word when it says, “Turn from
evil and do good; seek peace and pursue it.” We are to strive after this
peace. As Paul writes in Romans 12:18, “If possible, so far as it depends on
you, live peaceably with all.”
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I read a story last week told by the Chinese pastor Watchman Nee that
points out how peace was sought by a rice farmer. This Christian farmer had
a rice paddy. Each day he had to irrigate his paddy by using a hand pump to
bring water from the stream into his field. It was hard work. It was work his
neighbour liked to avoid. This neighbour had a rice paddy too, just below
the Christian’s. After the Christian would fill his paddy, the neighbour
would make a hole in the berm separating their fields and drain the water
into his own land. It happened time and time again. The Christian farmer
got frustrated. He wasn’t sure what to do. He got together with Christian
friends to pray about it. They decided that more than justice for themselves,
as Christians they had to be a blessing to others. So the next day the
Christian pumped water into his neighbour’s field first and only after that
took care of his own. He kept the practice up, day by day. Before too long
the neighbour approached him, asking, “Why are you doing this?” An
opening had been made for a conversation to take place and a relationship to
develop. Ultimately the neighbour became a Christian himself.

Making every effort to live at peace means not standing upon our own
rights and prerogatives. It means being ready to go the extra mile. It means
dealing with people out of a spirit of patience and gentleness, kindness and
self-control. It is the exact opposite of the litigious spirit that is so prevalent
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in our society today. It seems that more and more people are willing to sue
one another at the drop of a hat. If somebody offends me, I am supposed to
try and extract a pound of flesh. That is not the way of Christ. We are
forbidden by God to take other Christians to court; while we are not
forbidden to use the courts on occasion when non-Christians are involved,
that is never to be our default position. Peter points to the patience of Christ
in his First Letter: “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not
retaliate; when he suffered, he made not threats. Instead, he entrusted
himself to him who judges justly” (2:23). This is the attitude we are to
emulate.

“Make every effort to live at peace with all men.” So says our author.
But note this: The command to strive to live at peace is not absolute. There
is something that takes priority. He adds to this command, “and to be holy;
without holiness no one will see the Lord.” That is to say we are to strive to
live at peace with others so far and no further than is compatible with the
holiness without which no man can see the Lord. If the choice is between
peace and holiness we must choose holiness each and every time. About
150 years ago John Brown, the Scottish professor wrote this:
If peace cannot be purchased except at the price of devotedness
to God, then we must willingly submit to the inconveniences of
having men to be our enemies. Better to have the whole world as our
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enemy and God as our friend, than the world as our friend and God as
our enemy.

Be holy. The word “holy” can also be translated “sanctified.” It
means to be set apart. It gives us the word sanctuary. A sanctuary is a place
set aside for the purpose of worship. It gives us the word saint. A saint is a
person who has been called and set aside by God for his purposes. Believers
are people who have been set apart from the world and set apart for Christ.
“Be holy” is a command to receive Christ and let his Spirit work godliness
and righteousness in you. Without this you will not see the Lord; you will
not be saved. Beloved, holiness is not optional. Paul put it this way in his
Second Letter to Timothy: “Everyone who confesses the name of the Lord
must turn away from wickedness” (2:19).

Now I want to be clear here. Salvation does not come about by our
holiness; it is the other way around. Holiness is a necessary consequence of
our salvation. When someone is saved God changes him. His heart had
been self-centered. His priority had been to do whatever he wanted to do.
Jesus comes into the person’s life and changes all that. His heart becomes
centered on the things of God. His priorities change so he is able to pray
sincerely, “Thy will be done.” The man who is justified—saved—put right
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with God—is a man who will seek after holiness with his whole heart.
Holiness is what a changed heart hungers after. If a man does not seek
holiness, it can only be because he has not been saved after all. James Boice
put it this way:
Real Christianity leads a believer to Jesus Christ. And that
means that the Holy Spirit comes to live within the Christian, giving
the person a new nature, creating love for God and a desire to obey
him, and providing the ability to do what God requires.

A Christian must walk the road of peace and holiness but that is not to
say it is an easy path. There are dangers that face us. Let’s pick up our
lesson at verse 15:
See to it that no one misses the grace of God, and that no bitter
root grows up to cause trouble and defile many. See that no one is
sexually immoral, or is godless like Esau, who for a single meal sold
his inheritance rights as the oldest son.
Our author mentions three dangers: missing the grace of God, a bitter root
that grows up to cause trouble and defile and sexual immorality and idolatry.
Let’s take them one by one. First of all is the danger of missing the grace of
God. What does that mean? Missing grace here expresses a concern about
apostasy—that someone might fall behind and drop out of the Christian race
altogether. This has been of deep concern throughout the letter. In chapter
two we were warned of believers drifting away from faith on a current of
worldly unbelief; in chapter three we heard of sin’s deceitfulness and heart7

hardening qualities that move people away from the living God (v. 12);
chapter six spoke of those who had gone far enough in the faith to taste the
heavenly gift but had failed to persevere; in chapter ten we were exhorted
with the words “you have need of endurance” (v. 35). Now for the fifth time
the author urges against apostasy by describing it as “missing the grace of
God.”

Now let me be clear. Christians are secure in God’s saving work.
Peter speaks of “an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in
heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the
coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (I Peter
1:4-5). Paul insists that God, “who began a good work in you will carry it
on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:6). Psalm
37:23, 24 gives a word of good cheer to believers who are struggling:
If the Lord delights in a man’s way,
He makes his steps firm;
Though he stumble he will not fall,
For the Lord upholds him with his hand.
Once we are saved we can be sure God will work by his Spirit to preserve us
in the path of life. So this warning is not intended for those who are weak in
the faith. Those weak in faith should take heart at the faithfulness of God.
No, this admonition is intended for those with a superficial faith—who don’t
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take the faith seriously—who say, “I can take it or leave it.” With that
attitude you can be sure that when troubles come the faith will depart.

The antidote for this condition is the pastoral care of Christians for
one another. Our author says “See to it that no one misses the grace of
God.” See to it. The Greek word used here is episkopeo. It gives us the
word “elder” or “overseer.” The point is that Christians are to keep an eye
out for one another. We are to pay attention, to see that our fellow members
are coming along. We are to note those who have dropped out. We are to
seek them out, to ask them about their struggles and to exhort them in the
truth of the gospel. We are to let God use us as instruments to help others
grow in faith and persevere in difficult times. It is, quite frankly, a work that
we are not very good at. It’s difficult and challenging. It is an area, quite
frankly, where we need to repent and recommit ourselves.

The second danger to a life of peace and holiness is what our author
calls a “bitter root [that] grows up to cause trouble and defile many.” This is
an allusion to the words of Moses found in Deuteronomy 29:13, words the
congregation of Jewish believers would have been well aware of. This is
what Moses said as his people stood on the verge of the Promised Land after
forty years of wandering in the desert:
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Make sure there is no man or woman, clan or tribe among you
today whose heart turns away from the Lord our God to go and
worship the gods of those nations; make sure there is no root among
you that produces such bitter poison.
There is a danger that a group will arise in the church to promote unbiblical
teachings and practices. The result will not only be bitter, in the sense of
bad-tasting, but bitter in the sense of being poisonous. False teachings and
practices lead to spiritual death. They bring strife and dissention into the
congregation and defile the people. They are an assault against peace and
holiness.

Throughout her history false teachers in Israel urged the people to go
whoring after the gods of Canaan. In the days of the New Testament false
teachers arose and tried to deny the gospel of salvation by grace alone
through faith alone in Christ alone. When the happened in the churches of
Galatia Paul wrote a letter to them saying,
But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel
other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally
condemned! As we have already said, so now I say again: If anybody
is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be
eternally condemned!
In our day there are those within the church who teach that the Virgin Birth
is a fable, that Jesus did not rise bodily from the grave and that faith in Jesus
is not the only way to salvation along with other damnable lies.
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Here is the antidote to this danger. “See to it…that no bitter root
grows up.” See to it. Be vigilant against false teachers and their lies. The
way to prevent this ruin and devastation to the church is to make sure you
know what the Bible teaches. It is to grow in discernment and
understanding so that when a false teacher comes you will be able to say
with confidence, “Hold on. That’s not what the Bible teaches.” Now it is
true that in this area your elders have the fundamental responsibility; it is
their job to make sure that all of the ministries of the church rest upon a firm
biblical foundation. But that does not mean you have no responsibilities to
shoulder. Each one of you is to grow in knowledge, wisdom and
discernment. And so if, for example, someone stands in the pulpit and says
that Jesus is one of many different ways to God, and that to think otherwise
is to be narrow-minded and intolerant, you are to close your ears to their
teaching and require your elders to forbid him the pulpit if they haven’t done
so already. You are to hunger and thirst for God’s truth and for God’s
righteousness and for God’s kingdom. That is your best defense against
false teachers.

The third danger our author cites is sexual immorality and
godlessness. These two terms both describe a profane attitude about life, an
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attitude that is sensuous, worldly and earth-bound. It is an attitude that
pursues carnal cravings of all sorts—sexual and otherwise—rather than
spiritual blessing, what Malcolm Muggeridge called “licking the earth.” You
can think of it this way: Sometimes—as in the case of false teachers—the
danger to the church comes from the inside. At other times—as is the case
here—the danger comes from the outside, from the world.

Esau is the example our author uses to illustrate this attitude of the
heart. Esau was the son of Isaac and the brother of Jacob. He was a worldly
man. In a dreadful act of folly he traded his birthright for a bowl of stew.
He later regretted giving something so valuable away so cheaply but he
couldn’t get it back. You see, while he regretted what he had done he hadn’t
repented; he wasn’t sorry for his sin—only for the consequences.
Let me make an application. You might look at Esau and say, “What a
fool. How could anyone do such a thing? How could someone so despise
his covenant relationship with God as to trade it away so lightly?” And yet
this is something we see every day. Everywhere we look we see people who
presume upon the mercy of the Lord and treat the matter of salvation lightly.
They act as if they are entitled to God’s blessings without ever lifting up a
word of thanksgiving or praise. Philip Bliss wrote a hymn that addresses
that dreadful state:
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Almost persuaded, now to believe;
Almost persuaded, Christ to receive:
Seems now some soul will say,
“Go, Spirit, go Thy way;
Some more convenient day
On Thee I’ll call.”
I a person will not repent now, how foolish it is to assume that a year down
the road of sin—if a year is in fact given—he will be more likely to turn to
the Lord.

Many willingly accept God’s blessings without turning their hearts to
the Lord. “I have more important things to do than worship God and
fellowship with God’s people. It is too hard to study the Scriptures seriously
and to see how they are calling me to amend my life. I am much to busy to
spend time in prayer.” The excuses are endless. What is the antidote? We
are to “see to it” that this attitude has no place in our hearts. We are to be
vigilant against it by disciplining ourselves to run the race so as to win. We
are to use the means of grace God has given us—worship, prayer, Christian
fellowship, service and Bible study—so that we can grow in grace. I am not
going to pretend that it is always easy; it isn’t. It is, however, always
necessary. And the more this sort of discipline is practiced, the greater joy it
will give.
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See to it that no one misses the grace of God by keeping your eyes
open for those who are falling behind and seeking them out. See to it that
the Bible is preached and taught and learn its truths and make them a part of
your everyday life. See to it that you combat a worldly attitude of sensuous
godlessness by keeping your eyes fixed on what is above. Those are God’s
marching orders for us; they will keep us on the road of peace and holiness.
In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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