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Text: Hebrews 4:12, 13
Sermon: A Two-Edged Sword

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

The author of the Letter to the Hebrews is writing to a small
congregation of Jewish believers who have come under tremendous pressure
to turn their backs on the Christian faith and return to Judaism. They have
been shunned by their families. They have lost jobs. The government has
seized their property. In the near future, under Emperor Nero, the
government will take many of their lives because of their stand for Jesus
Christ. It is a season of affliction, suffering and persecution that this
fledgling congregation has been called to. And so, knowing the situation
and the dangers and temptations the flock is encountering, not just
physically, but especially spiritually, our author has been exhorting these
dear sheep to cling fast to the faith and not turn back no matter what
happens. And, as we have seen over the course of the past two chapters, he
has been using Psalm 95 as his text of choice. “Today, if you hear his voice,
do not harden your hearts.”

These words from Psalm 95 were written 1,000 years previously by
King David. They are from a psalm that was used as a call to worship in the
temple. It begins,
Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord;
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Let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation.
Let us come before him with thanksgiving
And extol him with music and song.
After the exhortation to come into God’s presence for worship comes the
exhortation to hear and obey his voice, for it does no good to hear his voice
if that hearing is not coupled with faithful obedience. It is better never to
have heard God’s Word than to have heard God’s Word and despised it by
not receiving it in your heart. And so our author applies these ancient words
to his own generation and commands them, “Today, if you hear his voice, do
not harden your hearts.” He is saying, “Hear God’s Word. Receive God’s
Word. Obey God’s Word.”

Now think of this. The recipients of this letter are suffering greatly.
They have lost much: families, homes, jobs and property. They are living
day by day in a very precarious situation. And they receive a letter that
urges them to act in a certain way because of something someone wrote ten
centuries earlier. Their question would have been, “Why should I sacrifice
all this based on something someone wrote 1,000 years ago? What did he
know of my situation? What did he know of Roman emperors or the
pressures that are facing us? Why should I think that what this long dead
king had to say back then is relevant for me now?” Knowing that such
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questions and objections might come his way, our author is prepared with an
answer. He writes, “For the Word of God is living and active.”

The Word of God is living and active. He says, in effect, “The words
David wrote down so many years ago are not David’s words alone; they are
also God’s Word. It is God himself who speaks through David and what
God has to say matters forever. II Timothy 3:16, 17 asserts this truth as
well:
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching,
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of
God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
“Yes, David wrote those words a long time ago,” our author says, “but they
were words that God breathed into him in the first place. They come from
God and so they ever remain ‘useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness.’ Age is not a factor.”

If you look at II Peter 1:20, 21 you will find the apostle telling us not
only that the words of the Bible are the very Word of God, but how it came
to be. He says,
Above all you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture
[and by prophecy here he does not mean simply the predictive parts of
Scripture; he means all of Scripture] came about by the prophet’s own
interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man,
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but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy
Spirit.
The Bible records the words men spoke as they were moved and
superintended by the Holy Spirit, so what they wrote was exactly what God
wanted them to write.

Circumstances change. Temptations come and temptations go. In the
life of God’s people there are different seasons—seasons when we feel
especially close to God and seasons when he seems far away. Sometime
there are threats that come upon the church from the outside; sometimes
there are threats that come from false teachers and hirelings within the flock.
But the Word of God does not change and the command that David issued to
hear God’s Word with a soft and teachable heart was a Word for the Hebrews
that remained authoritative and binding. They had a God-given obligation to
receive this word in faith and obedience. They had a God-given obligation
to cling fast to Jesus Christ and not to turn away from him whatever the
price they had to pay. And beloved, that Word from God through David,
though now three thousand years old, still remains in force today. It binds
us. It commands us. We are to receive it and to obey it. We are to cling to
Jesus Christ no matter what the cost. We are never to turn away from him.
If we do, it is sin.
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So the Word of God is alive. It has authority. It is binding. But how
does it do its work? Our author tells us:
For the Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any
double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit,
joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.
The Word of God is a sword. It is called that in Ephesians 6, where Paul
speaks about the armour of God.
Therefore put on the full armour of God so that when the day of
evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have
done everything, to stand. Stand firm, then, with the belt of truth
buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in
place and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the
gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with
which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take
the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit which is the Word
of God.
In the first chapter of the Book of Revelation John describes a vision of
Jesus: “In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a
sharp, double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its
brilliance.” So God’s Word, then, is a sword. More than that, it is a doubleedged sword.

Why a double-edged sword? It is double-edged because it has two
purposes. On the one hand it performs a spiritual surgery which saves; on
the other hand it slays and condemns. It does this work by penetrating deep
into a man. When the Bible says it, “divid[es] soul and spirit, joints and
6

marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart,” it is saying that
God’s Word addresses man at his deepest level. James likens it to a mirror
that shows us who we really are, not at the surface, but deep down inside. It
shows us our thoughts. It shows us our attitudes. It reveals the heart of man.

Let me give you a couple of examples of what I mean. In II Samuel
12 we find King David being confronted by Nathan the prophet. Nathan
tells David a story about a rich man and a poor man. The rich man had an
abundance of flocks and herds. The poor man had but one little ewe lamb.
The rich man held a feast, but instead of using an animal from one of his
own herds, he took the poor man’s little lamb and cooked it. David was
outraged. He said that such a man deserved to die. At that point Nathan
brought the word of God home. Pointing to David he said, “You are the
man!” He then spoke a devastating word that exposed David’s sin for all to
see. Talk about a sword; listen to this:
This is what the Lord, the God of Israel says” “I anointed you
king over Israel, and I delivered you from the hand of Israel and I
delivered you from the hand of Saul. I gave your master’s house to
you, and your master’s wives into your arms. I gave you the house of
Israel and Judah. And if all this had been too little, I would have
given you even more. Why did you despise the Word of the Lord by
doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with
the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the
sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword will never depart
from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah
the Hittite to be your own.”
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This is what the Lord says: “Out of your own household I am
going to bring calamity upon you. Before your very eyes I will take
your wives and give them to one who is close to you, and he will lie
with your wives in broad daylight. You did it in secret, but I will do
this thing in broad daylight before all Israel.”
Now that was a devastating judgement brought by God upon by David’s sin,
and at this point David could have done two things. He could have hardened
his heart. He could have pointed to Nathan and said to his guards, “Off with
his head!” Or he could have taken that word to heart, recognizing that it was
a true Word from the Lord. In reply to the indictment David said to Nathan,
“I have sinned against the Lord.” David didn’t harden his heart. You see, in
spite of his sin, remained a man after God’s own heart.

If you were to turn to Acts 2, to Peter’s great Pentecost sermon, you
would see the same saving surgery performed by the Word of God upon
some three thousand people. Peter cuts deep with the Word:
Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man
accredited by God and to you by miracles, wonders and signs which
God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. This man
was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and
you , with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to
the cross. But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the
agony of death because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on
him….
Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this
Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.
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Faced with this Word from God which exposed their sin and left them naked
and under judgement, there were two roads that lay before these men. They
could have hardened their hearts, scoffing and denying the truth and joining
with the voices of those who had earlier claimed that the apostles must have
been drunk. Or they could have softened their hearts, letting this Word sink
in to do its transforming work. They heeded God’s Word. The Bible says,
“When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and
the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’”

For a different reaction to God’s Word we can look at Acts 7. In this
chapter we find Stephen, the first deacon, proclaiming the Word of God
before the Sanhedrin. He spoke a Word of conviction to them, saying,
You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears!
You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was
there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed
those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you
have betrayed and murdered him—you who have received the law
that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.
When they heard this they were furious and gnashed their teeth
at him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and
saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.
“Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at
the right hand of God.”
At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their
voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began
to stone him.
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Here the Word was wielded not to perform life-giving heart transplant
surgery, but to bring condemnation to the wicked. The other edge of the
blade was used. (It was used that same way with Pharaoh, who, on hearing
the Word of God from Moses hardened his heart.) It hardened the hearts of
the men who were there that day.

Beloved, that the Word of God is a two-edged sword means it will do
one of two things. It will soften a heart unto salvation or it will harden a
heart unto condemnation. You will be either infinitely better off for having
heard this Word today or you will be infinitely worse off. This Word will
bring you infinite comfort and blessing or it will bring you infinite sorrow
and recrimination. On the one hand is “joy and peace and knowledge and
power; on the other hand is madness, horror, idiocy, rage, impotence and
eternal loneliness.” (Cf. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity.)

The word of God confronted David. It confronted Jews from around
that world on the day of Pentecost. It confronted the Sanhedrin as they put
Stephen on trial. It didn’t miss anything. It uncovered all, laying everything
“bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.” That Word
cut away all their pretended righteousness. It cut away all of their excuses.
It cut away all their defenses. It lifted up God’s righteousness and God’s
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holiness and God’s wrath against all the ungodliness of man. And it does
exactly the same thing today. You think you have your own righteousness
that can stand the scrutiny of God? You don’t. Your righteousness is
nothing but filthy rags. You think you have excuses that will make your sins
pardonable in God’s eyes when you stand before him on the last Day? You
don’t. If you stand before God on the Day of Judgement and say, “The sins I
am carrying are the result of the way my parents brought me up; they are my
mother’s fault;” or if you say, “I would have softened my heart and obeyed if
only you had given me more evidence of your existence—if only you had
more clearly shown me my duty;” or if you say, “If my wife or husband
hadn’t nagged me I wouldn’t be this way,” you will be sent to hell. Your
excuses will not cut it. “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your
hearts.”

Beloved, the first work of the sword of the Spirit which is the Word of
God is to bring conviction of sin and the first work of the softened heart is to
hear and receive this Word as true. God’s word commands you to own your
sinful nature, your helplessness and your need. You must be able to stand
before God like David, confessing you have sinned against the Lord and are
deserving of judgement. You must let this word cut you to the heart. You
see, it is only after this takes place that you can hear the good news of sins
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forgiven by the grace of God in Christ. The Bible tells us that God has come
not to call the righteous but sinners to repentance. The Bible tells us that
there is forgiveness for the humble and contrite of heart. Listen to these
words from Ezekiel 36:
For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all
the counties and bring you back into your own land. I will sprinkle
clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all
your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart
and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of
stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you
and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.

That is the first work of the Word of God in the sinner’s life, but it is
not the only work. The time is short, so I will only briefly mention two
other things the Word of God does in the Christian’s life. The Word not only
calls us to conversion, it is a living and active Word that calls us to
sanctification. We are not saved so we can rest in sin; we are saved so we
can walk with the Lord. When Jesus called Lazarus from the grave, Lazarus
came to life and left the tomb. As those called to spiritual life through the
Word of God we are to leave sin behind and walk in repentance and newness
of life. And so it is by the Word of God that the saved man learns more and
more to know God and to love him, to love holiness, to love the godly and to
love the thought of going to heaven to be with the Lord, leaving sin behind
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forever. The Word of God calls us to be holy as befits a child of God.
Listen to God’s Word given through the apostle Peter:
As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you
had when you lived in ignorance. But just as he who called you is
holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am
holy” (I Peter 1:15, 16)

The Word is living and active in another way too. It is active to
comfort us in our daily battle to walk with the Lord, making our calling and
election sure. The Christian life is not always easy. It calls for sacrifices. It
called for sacrifices from the congregation addressed in the Letter to the
Hebrews. It calls for sacrifices from us. And sometimes these sacrifices
really hurt. When those times come to us we are to look to the Word of God.
Listen to the promise of God in the opening verses of II Corinthians:
Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the
Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in
all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the
comfort we ourselves have received from God. For just as the
sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our
comfort overflows.
Here is Paul pointing out the riches lavished upon him by grace alone
through faith alone:
Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who
has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in
Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be
holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be
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adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ… In him we have
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins… Having
believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy
Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance…
There is no trouble in the world worth comparing to the blessings we have
right now in Jesus—and our slight, momentary afflictions are preparing for
us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.

The Word of God is living and active, operating at the deepest levels
of the human heart. It is for heart surgery, not cosmetic surgery. It is for the
deep things of life. It can bring you from death to life. It can show you the
path of sanctification and holiness. It can comfort you on the way to your
eternal home. Hold fast to this Word. Don’t give it up for all of the
kingdoms of the world. “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your
hearts.” In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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