Faith Reformed Church
Stevensville, Ontario
April 19, 2009
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 13:9-14
Sermon: The Truth, Unchanged and Unchanging

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

When we were last in Hebrews, before Easter, our focus was on the
unchanging character of Christ. We read these words: “Jesus Christ is the
same yesterday and today and forever” (13:8). That truth carries with it
certain implications. Because the character of Christ is unchanging, and
because the Christian life is built upon the foundation of Jesus Christ, the
Christian life is unchanging. Now that doesn’t mean, of course, that every
Christian life is the same or that there is a dull monotony to a life lived in
Christ. He means this: In every era, in every place, the Christian life is to be
marked by an active allegiance to the unchanging principles of Christ’s
character—the principles of love and holiness. No matter where you come
from, no matter what language you speak, no matter what your racial
origins, no matter what you have in your bank account—if you are a
Christian you are striving after a life of love and holiness, as embodied and
commanded by Jesus Christ.

Our author used two examples of those fundamental Christian
attributes to illustrate his point. Our love as Christians, he said, is to be
extensive, reaching out both to strangers and to prisoners—not only to our
friends but also to those we do not know—not only to those in good
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circumstances but also to those experiencing difficult situations. Our
holiness as Christians is to direct all aspects of our lives. To illustrate his
point our author used the examples of sex and money and insisted that chaste
living and contentment, free from greed, were marks of godliness. And
because or our weakness, he added, as we seek to walk in holiness and love
we are to rely upon the promise of God. He has told us that he will never
forsake us. He has told us that he will be our helper so that we need not be
afraid. Trusting in his Word we are to walk in the paths of the Lord with
confidence and joy.

Christ is unchanging. Because of that the Christian life of love and
holiness is unchanging. Christ is unchanging, and because of that his
teachings are unchanging too. That is the focus of our lesson this morning:
The teaching of Jesus—the truth he brings—is eternal, unchanged and
unchanging. It is not one thing today and another thing tomorrow. The truth
is not, as some believe, evolving. It is always the same. For example, there
has only and ever been one way of salvation; it is by grace alone, through
faith alone, in Christ alone, and to the glory of God alone. It was that way
with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It was that way with David, Elijah and
Hosea. It was that way with Peter and Andrew, James and John. It is that
way with everyone who has been saved or ever will be saved. In the Old
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Testament days people were saved by trusting the promise of God that he
would send the Messiah to atone for their sins; in our day people are saved
by trusting the promise of God, that he has sent the Messiah to atone for
their sins. Same promise, same Messiah, same atoning sacrifice at Calvary,
same grace, same faith, same salvation. Here is the logic of our lesson:
Jesus doesn’t change. Jesus is the Truth. Therefore the truth doesn’t change.

Let’s turn to our lesson and look at our first sentence. It says, “Do not
be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings” (v. 9a). A mark of
Christian maturity is to be able to stand firm in the face of diverse and
strange doctrines. In Ephesians 4:14 Paul writes that when we mature we
will “no longer be… tossed back and forth by the waves and blown here and
there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in
their deceitful scheming.” This was a maturity the recipients of the Letter to
the Hebrews hadn’t yet acquired. Back in the 5th chapter our author wrote
that it was hard to explain some things to them because they were “slow to
learn.” He wrote, “…though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need
someone to teach you the elementary truths of God’s word all over again.
You need milk, not solid food” (12). So he brings this warning: “Do not be
carried away.” It is a warning that is needed especially at times when the
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church is weak in grace and shallow in understanding and so it is a word that
is especially needed in Canada today.

It is needed because we can be sure that false teachers and false
teachings will come our way. In Act 20, when Paul said good-bye to the
Ephesian elders, he said, “I know that after my departure fierce wolves will
come in among you, not sparing the flock.” In II Timothy he writes to his
protégé, “Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from
me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. By the Holy Spirit who
dwells in us, guard the good deposit entrusted to you” (1:13-14). He warns
Timothy of the day when those of shallow understanding “will not endure
sound teaching” but will “accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their
own passions” (4:3). The danger is that through false teachings many might
be led astray.

Why is the danger of false teaching so constant? Because we have an
active, aggressive enemy who schemes constantly in an effort to weaken and
overthrow our faith. It is nothing new. In the Garden of Eden the serpent
attacked Eve by asking, “Did God really say…” He sought to undermine
her confidence in God’s word and after doing so he fed her the lie, “You will
not surely die…You will be like God” (Genesis 3:4, 5). He tried the same
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thing in the wilderness when he tempted Jesus, the difference being that with
the Lord, instead of straightforwardly denying the truth of God’s word, Satan
subtly twisted its meaning. “God has promised daily bread, so turn these
stones to bread. God has promised angels to guard you so you will not dash
your foot upon the stone, so leap off the pinnacle of the temple. God’s will
is that you be given the kingdom of this world. That is fine with me. Bow
down and worship me and you will have them.” Satan was lying to Jesus,
telling him God’s will could be done without using God’s ways. He was
saying there could be a crown without a cross. Jesus resisted and the devil
fled.

There are essentially two strategies Satan uses to attack the church.
Sometimes he brings persecution from the outside. The Hebrew Christians
had experienced some of this at the hands of the Roman government and the
synagogue authorities. It is not a particularly effective strategy for the blood
of the martyrs becomes the seed of the church. Suffering brings spiritual
growth. Much more effective are his attacks upon the church from the
inside, using false teachers and false teachings. He disguises himself as an
“angel of light” (II Corinthians 11:14) and sows lies within the fellowship.
This is a much more effective and devastating strategy and one that we must
be aware of.
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We need, our author says, to be aware of “all kinds of strange
teachings.” The word for “all kinds” is poikilais. It means “diverse.” It is
the word the Greek translation of the Old Testament (LXX) uses to describe
Joseph’s coat of many colours. It is also a word used in metal working to
describe alloys—combinations of different metals. “Diverse teachings” are
bright, attractive and enticing combinations of godly truths and worldly
wisdom. That is what makes them so dangerous. They have something of
the truth about them—but the truth is coupled together with a lie that leads
people astray.

Let me give you an example. It has become popular in some places to
say that while Jesus is the Saviour of Christians, other people can get to God
in other ways. There was a recent article in the Niagara Falls Review
claiming just that. Yes, Jesus is a wonderful Saviour, but others can be
received by God by approaching him through Mohammad or through
Buddha or even by communing with Mother Nature. After all, God is love.
God is patient and kind. God is willing to accept people just as they are.
You can meet him in a saving way in the gospel or on the golf course.
Sounds good, doesn’t it? The only problem is that it is a lie. If salvation
could be received without the cross, why in the world would the heavenly
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Father have sent his Son to die? He sent Jesus to Calvary because that was
the only way to both satisfy his holiness and extend grace and mercy.
Forgiveness can come no other way. The love of God is always a holy love
that upholds the law.

Our author warns us not only of “diverse” teachings but of “strange
teachings” as well. The word “strange” in the Greek is xenias. It gives us
the word xenophobic. It means “alien.” It was used to describe citizens of
another country, foreigners and even foreign mercenaries. It describes
things not previously known—things unheard of and unfamiliar. Here the
word describes teachings that are alien and foreign, not native to God’s
word. The early reformers—men like Martin Luther and John Calvin—were
charged with bringing this sort of teaching into the church. See the picture
in your mind’s eye. There is Martin Luther. He is standing before pope and
emperor, cardinals and bishops. He is denying key elements of the life and
teaching of the Roman Catholic Church. They are accusing him of bringing
innovations into the church—innovations that the church knows nothing of
and so shouldn’t recognize. How does Luther answer the charge? By
proclaiming that what he is teaching is grounded in the Bible and that the
strange and foreign teachings have come into the church at the invitation of
those who stand against him. Where in the Bible does God say you can buy
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your way out of hell or purchase indulgences for sin? Where in the Bible
does God say that human works must be added to his gift of faith in order
for salvation to be bestowed? Where in the Bible does God say that grace is
insufficient?

The name “Reformed Church” is its short form. The full name is
“The Church of Jesus Christ Reformed According to the Word of God.”
How do you tell false teachings from true teachings? Not by the sincerity of
the teacher. Not on the basis of the personality of the teacher. Not on the
popularity of the teaching; just because everybody is buying it doesn’t make
it right and true. The only sure guide to the truth is this: does it agree with
the clear teaching of Scripture? Does it square with what God says in the
Bible? Is it biblical teaching pure and unalloyed with the teachings and
philosophies of man? That’s how you tell. And that is why it is so important
to know what the Bible teaches. The more we know our Bibles the better we
will be able to discern the true from the false, the godly from the ungodly,
the way to heaven from the pathway to destruction.

Let’s turn back to our lesson, picking things up partway through verse
nine. “It is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace, not by
ceremonial foods, which are of no value to those who eat them.” What is
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our author getting at here? The Jews have been saying to these Hebrew
Christians, in order to get them to turn from the Christian faith and return to
Judaism, “You have a weak religion. You don’t have an altar. You don’t
have sacrifices. You don’t even have any ceremonial foods. With no lambs
or goats or bulls to sacrifice, you have no religious food and how can you be
spiritually connected to God and blessed without these essential elements?”

To this our author first replies that the Christian’s heart is strengthened
by grace, not by food. Paul put it this way in I Corinthians 8:8: “But food
does not bring us near to God; we are no worse off if we do not eat and no
better if we do.” In Romans 14:17 he wrote, “For the kingdom of God is not
a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness, peace and joy in the
Holy Spirit.” And after pointing out that ceremonial foods are of no value,
our author goes on to say,
We have an altar from which those who minister at the
tabernacle have no right to eat. The high priest carries the blood of
animals into the Most Holy Place as a sin offering, but the bodies are
burned outside the camp.
What does this mean? Let me give you some background.

In the Old Testament the priests performed sacrifices morning and
evening, day after day, week after week, year after year. They would kill the
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animals, sprinkle the blood on the brazen altar and then use portions of the
animals killed for food. It would be shared among the priests and their
families. One day of the year, however, was different. On that day the
holiest sacrifice of the year was offered. On the Day of Atonement the High
Priest killed an animal and carried its blood in a basin into the Holy of
Holies. He would sprinkle the blood on the mercy seat—the golden lid
which covered the Ark of the Covenant. The animal that had been killed that
day could not be eaten. It was entirely devoted to the Lord. Its body had to
be taken outside the camp and burned. No priest or layman had the right to
eat of the holiest sacrifice on the holiest of days.

That holiest of sacrifices, offered on the Day of Atonement, is the one
that most fully points to the holy sacrifice of Jesus at Calvary. Jesus was
taken outside of the camp—outside of Jerusalem—in order to be crucified.
There he shed his blood to atone for all of the sins of all of his people. The
altar the Christian has is not of bronze but is in the form of a cross. It is
there, on the cross, the High Priest of heaven offered up his life once and for
all. He made a sacrifice that was sufficient to cover all sin. He made a
sacrifice that was accepted by God the Father as payment in full for the sin
debt of his people. His rising on the third day testifies to the truth that his
offering has been accepted. And there, at Calvary, the Christian is able by
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faith to feed upon the sacrifice of Christ in his soul. Scottish theologian
John Brown put it this way: “We Christians are allowed to feed on the
[atoning] sacrifice for our own sins, the sins of the people of God, which
even the priests [in] the Old Testament… were not permitted to do… We
Christians, with regard to sacred food, have higher privileges, not only than
the Jews, but even than the Jewish priests. We are allowed to feast on a
sacrifice of the highest and holiest kind, which they were not.”

What does it mean to feast upon the sacrifice of Jesus? It is not a
literal eating, of course, but a spiritual one. To eat and drink the body and
blood of Christ means to believe that his death has covered your sins and by
that faith to receive forgiveness, sanctification, access to the throne of grace
and mercy and fellowship with God the Father. John Brown summarized the
message of our author this way:
In Christ you have all that you had under Moses, and much
more. Let your unbelieving brethren boast of their privileges with
regard to sacred food: you enjoy far higher privileges than they, or
even than their venerated priests. Even they dared not eat of the
sacrifice of atonement for all the people of Israel. But you are
permitted daily, hourly, without ceasing, to feast on the sacrifice of the
incarnate Son of God, who suffered, the Just One in the place of the
unjust, who gave himself an offering of a sweet smelling savour…
We have better food than they and, if we eat of Christ through faith we will
never hunger; if we drink of him through faith we will never thirst.
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Let’s turn back to the lesson and look at the last two verses.
Let us, then, go to him outside the camp, bearing the disgrace
he bore. For here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking
for the city that is to come.
It is clear that our author doesn’t think that popularity is going to flow by
standing firm against false teaching. He is not alone in thinking this. Paul
wrote, “All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”
(II Timothy 3:12). Jesus said,
If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated
you. If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own;
but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world,
therefore the world hates you. (John 15:18, 19).
Because Jesus taught the truth about man and God and insisted that the only
way to salvation was through him, he was “despised and rejected of men, a
man of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53). He was, literally,
cast outside of the city gates to be crucified—to be put to death as one
accursed. If you are going to follow Jesus you have to go outside the city
walls too. To put it another way, if you want to be a Christian you cannot
belong to the world, living with worldly values and holding on to worldly
priorities. If you want to get invited into the halls of power; if you want to
be accepted in the courts of academia; if you don’t want to get criticized by
so-called “human rights commissions;” if you want to be admired on the
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cocktail party circuit, then you cannot have fellowship with Christ. To find
Christ you must seek him outside the camp, where the cross was raised.

It is at the cross where Jesus meets us today. It is at the cross that he
has always met his people and always will. It is there he grants us
forgiveness of our sins. It is there he imputes to us his perfect righteousness.
It is there the Spirit descends to enter into our hearts, changing our desires
and rearranging our priorities. The blessing of salvation cannot be received
unless your old life is crucified with Jesus so the new life can be born. That
new life is, in the eyes of the world, a disgraceful thing, not worth aspiring
to and not worth having. But not to worry: The world, for all its supposed
wisdom, is passing away and doesn’t even know it. For those who believe
on the Lord there is an enduring city that is to come. We behold it by faith
in the One who was crucified in our stead, Christ Jesus our Lord. In His
name. AMEN.
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