Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
April 26, 2009
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 13:15-18
Sermon: A Sacrifice of Obedience, Thanksgiving and Praise

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

At times a single phrase or sentence can capture the message of a
biblical book. For example, in the Old Testament the message of Exodus
can be summed up in the words, “This is what the Lord, the God of the
Hebrews says: Let my people go, so that they may worship me” (9:13). The
message of Hosea is summed up in this: “How can I give you up, Ephraim?
How can I hand you over, Israel” (11:8)? The prophet Habakkuk’s message
is this: “The righteous will live by faith” (2:4). Moving to the New
Testament we can find the message of Romans summed up in chapter one,
verse seventeen: “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a
righteousness that is by faith from first to last.” Galatians 2:16 captures
Paul’s argument: “A man is not justified by observing the law but by faith in
Jesus Christ.” Ephesians 2:8 is perhaps the key verse of that letter: “For it is
by grace you have been saved through faith—and this not from yourselves, it
is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” The message of
I John is this: “We know that we have come to know him if we obey his
commands” (2:3). It is a worthwhile exercise to study books of the Bible
and to take time to ponder the central themes—and those phrases, sentences
or verses which seem, best to encapsulate the message.
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In our lesson from Hebrews this morning we have such a verse:
“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of
praise…” “Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a
sacrifice of praise…” You can think of it this way. The Letters to the
Romans and to the Galatians are concerned with justification—of how we
can be delivered from condemnation. Justification is about the start of the
Christian life; how it begins. Now the Letter to the Hebrews certainly agrees
with the biblical understanding justification—but that is not its main focus.
It is not about the start of the Christian life but about the goal of the
Christian life. Hebrews is about worshiping and praising God under the
leadership of Christ and making our way from this world to our heavenly
home where our worship will be perfected—where throughout eternity we
will offer a glad sacrifice of thanksgiving and praise to Christ our King.

Think back to what we have studied. In the first chapter we dealt with
the supremacy of Christ and so his worthiness to be worshiped. In chapter
two Jesus was lifted up as the forerunner of our salvation, going before us,
blazing a trail for us to follow into the presence of God. He removes every
obstacle. He satisfies every requirement. He takes away our sin which has
separated us from God and made it impossible for us to approach his throne.
He met and satisfied the perfect requirements of the holy law of our holy
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God, paying the debt to righteousness which we could not. In his life, death
and resurrection he satisfied the debt we owed God and he washed us and
made us new so we might be able to worshiper in the presence of the Father
in heaven.

In chapters 3 and 4 we find an exhortation not to do as the Israelites
did in turning back from the Promised Land, but to press on in faith,
following Jesus to our heavenly destination. In chapter 6 we find God’s
promise is and anchor for our souls, firm and secure. In chapter 9 our author
uses the tabernacle with its inner sanctum veiled off from the outer room to
make the point that Jesus has opened the way through the veil to the Holy of
Holies where God himself dwells. He did it, not by offering the blood of
bulls and goats, but by offering up his own life so that we might enter in.
Hebrews 10 says that “since we have confidence to enter the Most Holy
Place by the blood of Jesus…let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in
full assurance of faith” (19; 22). Hebrews is about our following Jesus every
step of the way through this world, in order to worship God in the heavenly
city, the one with foundations. And so today, summing his Letter up, our
author writes, “Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a
sacrifice of praise…”
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Our lesson begins with the words, “Through Jesus.” It is futile to
offer a service of worship—a sacrifice of praise to God—except through
Jesus. Apart from the way he opened through his life, death and resurrection
—apart from the access gained through the shedding of his blood, the
obstacles of our sin and God’s holiness still stand firm against us. As it says
in Psalm 130—and it is a rhetorical question—“If you, O Lord, kept a record
of sins, O Lord, who could stand” (v.3). The answer, of course, is,
“Nobody.” We worship God through Jesus or we do not worship at all.

Last week we found that the congregation of Hebrew believers was
being castigated by opponents claiming they had no altar and no sacrifices.
They did have an altar of course—an altar made of wood and formed in the
shape of a cross on which the Great High Priest offered himself. In our
lesson this week we find that there is a sacrifice and an offering that
Christians must make as well. It is not a sacrifice of blood, because with the
death of Jesus no more blood sacrifices are necessary; it is a sacrifice of
obedience, of thanksgiving and of praise. It is the offering of our lives to
God in gratitude for the grace he has poured out upon us in Christ Jesus.

You can think of it this way. There are many people who simply want
to be saved. They focus on being justified—being put right with God—and
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they think that it is enough. They get stuck at Romans 11 and don’t go on to
read Romans 12 to 16. The first part of Romans, from 1:1 to 3:20, deals
with our guilt. The second part of Romans, from 3:21 to the end of chapter
11 deals with God’s grace. The third part of Romans, from 12:1 to the end
of the book, concerns the gratitude we owe to God for so great a salvation.
It is not enough to be justified. Being justified—being put right with God—
being delivered from condemnation—however you want to put it—is not the
goal of the Christian life; it is the beginning of the Christian life. We are
saved so that we can be sanctified. We are saved so we can grow into the
likeness of Jesus Christ. We are saved so we can worship God in spirit and
in truth, walking in obedience and gratitude before him in everything we do,
and making the whole of our life an offering to God for the glory of his
name. We have been saved to live sacrificially unto the Lord, to offer him a
life of worship for the glory of his name and the blessing of others. Paul
explains it this way in Colossians 3:17:
And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the
name of he Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.
Live a life centred on Christ.

“Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice
of praise—the fruit of lips that confess his name.” “The fruit of lips that
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confess his name.” As an example of how we are continually to offer our
lives to God our author considers how we speak. We are to bear good fruit
with words of praise that have been consecrated unto the Lord. Beloved,
what we say provides a window to our hearts. Jesus said, “Out of the
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Matthew 12:34). Speech is such
a powerful and accurate gauge of our hearts that Paul uses it in Romans 3 to
summarize the natural man’s depravity:
Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.
The poison of vipers is on their lips. Their mouths are full of cursing
and bitterness.
Now here’s the thing. The only way to have a clean mouth is to have a clean
heart. And so, having been justified by faith and put right with God, by the
Spirit’s power we must be disciplined about what we say. Careless, foolish
words can cut people to the heart. We even have to pay attention to what we
say to ourselves.

To get at what I mean let me tell you a story about David. We will be
taking it up in greater detail tonight. It comes to us from I Samuel 27. At
this point David is on the run from King Saul. Saul has repeatedly tried to
kill him, seeing him as a rival and danger to this throne. God has protected
David time and time again. And along with his protection, God has also put
David to the test. You see, twice God has put Saul in David’s power; twice
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David had the opportunity to kill the king; and twice David has refused,
knowing that Saul, who had been anointed by God, was not to be touched.
If Saul was going to be eliminated as a threat to David, David knew that God
was going to have to do it himself; he could not take matters into his own
hands without sinning. In passing these tests David proved himself to be a
man after God’s own heart.

But strangely enough, right after passing this particular test for the
second time, we find David faltering. Like Elisha, who after his great
victory over the priests of Baal retreated into the desert hoping to die, David
has a panic attack. I Samuel 27 opens with these words:
But David thought to himself, “One of these days I will be
destroyed by the hand of Saul. The best I can do is escape to the land
of the Philistines. Then Saul will give up searching for me anywhere
in Israel, and I will slip out of his hand.”
Time after time David has seen God’s hand of providence at work. God has
provided for him. God has protected him. God has frustrated Saul at every
step. But here, right after a tremendous victory, David begins to imagine it
has all been luck and his luck is going to run out. He thinks that Saul will
get the better of him unless he flees to safety—safety with the Philistines,
not safety underneath the shadow of the Almighty.
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Why did David take a wrong turn? Because of what he said to
himself. His soul said to him, “David, Saul poses a great danger. Saul wants
to kill you. Saul will succeed.” And because he listened to what his inner
voice said, he panicked and went down the wrong path. Our selves speak to
us all the time. And they often speak the way David’s self spoke to him.
You wake up in the morning and all of a sudden your self tells you to worry
about your job, your kids, your health or something else. You need to stop
letting your self speak to you and, instead, you need to start speaking to
yourself.

Let me illustrate. In Psalm 42 the writer is having a difficult time. He
is thirsting for God and not finding him. He is in distress, crying day and
night. Joy has deserted him and he is downcast. His soul has been making a
list of the reasons he should be afraid. But the writer doesn’t panic. He
takes charge. He gets hold of himself. He stops his soul from speaking and
instead he speaks to his soul.
Why are you downcast, O my soul?
Why so disturbed within me?
Put your hope in God,
For I will yet praise him,
My Saviour and my God.
“Soul—why are you discouraged at these circumstances? Soul—what right
have you to be downcast? What business do you have in being disquieted?
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Have you forgotten who the Lord God Almighty is? Have you forgotten he
is sovereign in all things? Have you forgotten that in all things he works
together for the good of those who love him and who are called according to
his purposes? Have you forgotten that no trial has come to you without first
passing through his loving hands? That being the case, why are you
fretting? Instead of giving yourself over to worry and panic, trust the Lord.
Put your hope in God. Praise Him. Remember his deeds of love and
kindness and his promises that cannot be shaken and rest yourself in him.”

That is what you are to do when that voice inside starts to bear bitter
fruit. When it says to you, “I am such a loser,” defy it, saying,
“And now, let the weak say, I am strong,
Let the poor say I am rich,
Because of what the Lord has done for me
Give thanks.”
When it says to you, “Your life doesn’t count. You never have and never
will amount to anything,” defy it, saying,
Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them
will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even
the very hairs of your hear are all numbered. So don’t be afraid; you
are worth more than many sparrows (Matthew 10:29-31).
When it accuses you, telling you that your sins have made you unfit to come
into God’s presence, defy it, saying, “I know that well, but “God made him
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the
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righteousness of God” (II Corinthians 5:21). No matter what you might say
to me, I will remember the promise of the Lord: “I have loved you with an
everlasting love; I have drawn you with lovingkindness. I will build you up
again and you will be rebuilt…” (Jeremiah 31:3, 4).

Turn back to the lesson and look at verse 16. It says, “And do not
forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices God is
pleased.” Our author turns from the lips to the hands and to practical deeds
of love and kindness. We are told to be generous with our material wealth,
for by remembering to share with others we please God. The Bible has a lot
to say about money. Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters. Either he
will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and
despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money” (Matthew 6:24).
James, the Lord’s brother, wrote, “Religion that God our Father accepts as
pure and faultless is this: To look after orphans and widows in their distress
and to keep oneself from becoming polluted by the world” (1:27). And you
know these words from the Prophet Micah:
With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before
the exalted God?... He has showed you, O man, what is good. And
what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy
and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6:6-8).
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You can think of it this way: Money is a spiritual matter. How we handle
our money is just as much a gauge of our Christian maturity as is the way we
handle our tongues. Money is an area that tests our authenticity and
devotion to God.

Corrie tenBoom tells a story about that. It happened when she was a
little girl. Her father was a shopkeeper. Things were tight financially.
When they were having family prayers he prayed for a customer to come in
and buy an expensive watch so he could pay his bills. The next day a
customer came in wanting an expensive watch. He bought one and, as he
was going, complained that an expensive watch he had just bought across
town had turned out to be defective. Corrie’s father asked to see it, and,
after examining it and making a minor adjustment, gave it to the customer
and assured him that it was a fine watch that would work well for years. The
customer gave back the watch he had just bought and the money was
returned.

Corrie asked her father why he had done it when they needed the
money. Her father answered that some money was blessed and some was
unblessed. He couldn’t take the money if the other shopkeeper’s reputation
was going to be wrongly harmed. And in any event, he knew that God
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would provide for their daily bread for so he had promised. A few days later
another man came into the store and bought the most expensive watch that
they had. It not only paid their bills, it covered two years of Corrie’s
schooling. Corrie’s father had talked to his soul and had asserted that even
in times of financial pressure God was to be trusted and his ways were to be
followed. He didn’t give in to panic but rested in the Lord.

Let’s quickly look at the next few verses.
Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep
watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that
their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no
advantage to you.
This rounds out the teaching that began in verse 7, where it says,
“Remember your leaders, who spoke the Word of God to you.” Obey. Here
it means to receive the teachings given by your leaders. The word “leaders”
can be translated with the word “guides.” The Lord has appointed leaders to
guide his flock in the footsteps of Christ through the Word of God. Now you
are not to believe something simply because I happen to say it. You are to
say, “I have been a lesson from the Word of God. It has been explained to
me by the pastor. It is clear. I have searched the Scriptures and find that the
teaching is accurate. My conscience is bound to God to believe it and to
obey. That is what I commit myself to doing. In terms of the lesson today, it
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means that you are bound to speak the truth in love and to encourage and
bless rather than criticize and tear down. You are to put off grumbling and
complaining and strive to use you tongue to give God glory and praise.

You are to obey your leaders, submitting to their authority, for they
“keep watch over you as men who must give an account.” The words “keep
watch” literally mean “lie awake at night.” Pastors lie awake thinking of
what they will preach, pondering the spiritual well-being of the flock and
meditating upon how they might best help their people to grow in love and
faithfulness. And they do it knowing that one day they will have to stand
before the Lord and give an account of their stewardship to the Chief
Shepherd. “Did you preach the whole counsel of God or did you teach only
what the flock wanted to hear? Did you warn of the wrath to come and urge
the people to flee to Christ in repentance or did you downplay the peril in
which the natural man stands? Did you lift up Christ in all his beauty and
tell of his grace or did you preach yourself, for your own gain and
reputation?” One day I will have to give a strict accounting (James 3:1) of
my stewardship of this congregation.

“Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that
would be of no advantage to you.” The single greatest discouragement to a
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pastor is a member of the congregation who will not believe Word of God
and who wanders into disobedience. The greatest joy is to see people grow
in the Lord to God’s glory and their comfort. What is true for pastors is also
true for members. So hear the Word and obey it and be an encouragement to
me and to the rest of your brothers and sisters in Christ.

Let me close with one more thing. Turn what I have just said about
your responsibilities around. The fifth commandment says, “Honour your
father and your mother.” That is not simply a command for children. Turn it
around. Implicit in the command for children to honour their parents is the
command for parents to act in ways that are honourable. You are to obey
and submit to the teachings of your pastoral leaders; that means they have a
responsibility to teach and to lead in godly ways, practicing what they
preach and walking with godliness and integrity before you. So pray for us.
As Paul says in II Corinthians 2:16, “Who is sufficient for these things?”
Pray for me and my family. Pray for your elders and your deacons. Pray for
your Sunday School teachers and ministry leaders. Pray that by God’s grace
we might be made sufficient to the task that has been given and that together
we will “continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise.” In Christ’s name.
AMEN.
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