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May 25, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 5:11-6:3
Sermon: From Milk to Meat

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

The Letter to the Hebrews contains a series of exhortations in which
the author encourages this small congregation of Jewish believers to hold
firm to the faith. The first exhortation begins in Hebrews 2:1 where we hear
these words: “We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we
have heard so that we do not drift away.” The second one is found in
Hebrews 3:6-19 and can be summed up with the words quoted from Psalm
95: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.” Now the last
time we were together our author was teaching about the high priestly work
of Jesus—how the righteousness of Jesus is imputed or transferred to sinners
through faith to cover their sins and make them acceptable to the heavenly
Father. As soon as he begins the lesson, however, our author realizes that he
has a problem. The congregation is not ready to hear what he is saying. He
writes, “We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because
you are slow to learn.”

Here the word “slow” means “sluggish,” or “lethargic.” The Greek
literally reads, “You have become sluggish in the ears.” Now let me be
clear. Their problem was not an intellectual one. They weren’t intellectually
deficient. These were not stupid people; they were people who had become
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spiritually lazy. They had become unreceptive and closed to the Word of
God. Because that was their situation, our author sees no point in going any
further until he addresses this problem. And so in our lesson today we find
the third exhortation of the Letter to the Hebrews—and it is as short, sharp
and severe a warning as we will find in any pages of the New Testament.
Our author will first address the problem of spiritual immaturity and then he
will point out the dangers of outright apostasy. Today we will look at the
immaturity; next week we will consider the danger of apostasy.

Let’s look at the first two verses of our lesson.
We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain
because you are slow to learn. In fact, 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, no solid food!
The original readers of this letter were not new converts. They had been in
the faith long enough that they should have been teachers. This does not
mean that they all should have been teaching pastors, duly ordained to
preach. It means that they should have been in a position follow the Apostle
Peter’s command: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who
asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (I Peter 3:15). They
couldn’t. They couldn’t defend the faith. They couldn’t even articulate the
faith. They needed someone to teach them elementary truths all over again.
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“Elementary truths” here means something like “the ABCs of the beginning
of the words of God.” It was a dangerous situation they had fallen into.
Kent Hughes describes it this way:
There was an important spiritual principle at work among the
lazy minds of the Hebrew church, which is: truth heard but not
internalized and maintained will be lost to the hearer. Jesus said
regarding truth:
Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an
abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be
taken from him…. In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah:
“You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be
ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has
become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears and they
have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their
eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn,
and I would heal them.” (Matthew 13:12, 14, 15)
Some in the tiny, storm tossed church should have become teachers…
but they had tragically failed. And they were losing their own grip on
the truth to boot.”
They hadn’t put in the hard work necessary to have a working relationship
with the Bible and their basic knowledge and understanding of the great
teachings of the Bible were slipping away.

Beloved, there are Christians today—many in the evangelical church
—who are in the same position. They “hardly hear with their ears.” They
think that theology is a waste of time. They say things like this: “What
difference does it make if God is a Trinity or not? What difference does it
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make if our righteousness comes by imputation or infusion? Who really
cares if regeneration comes before faith or after faith? Isn’t the only thing
that matters a love for Jesus and a love for our fellow man?” They then cite
passages commending a child-like faith as if that were the same thing as a
childish faith, a faith ignorant of and indifferent to the Word of God.

You can think of it this way. A Sunday School faith is entirely
appropriate when you are in Sunday School—but if your faith stays at the
Sunday School level when you grow up and make your way in the world it
will not be able to stand against the hostile forces that you will certainly
meet. At college and university, for example, the Christian faith is routinely
ridiculed. There are professors who make it their aim to strip their students
of the faith they had when they arrived on campus. Christianity is offensive
to them and they delight to try to uproot it. They say, “Christianity is a
crutch for weak people. The Bible is a myth or legend filled with
contradictions. Christianity contradicts science and only naïve or
uneducated people can believe it in this day and age. In any event, if there
were a God he would not be as narrow-minded and exclusive as to say you
could only be saved in one way.” Beloved, nothing less than a vigorous,
healthy and mature faith is needed to keep us on the right track, loving
Christ and our neighbour. One commentator, Richard Phillips, put it this
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way: “The world will not be impressed by teachings in which we ourselves
are uninterested.”

To expand on his theme our author uses a comparison the Apostle
Paul also used in I Corinthians 3:1-2. He writes, “You need milk, not solid
food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with
the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by
constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.”
Without a diet of meat and potatoes Christianity a believer won’t know or
understand “the teaching about righteousness.” What is this “teaching about
righteousness”? It has two parts. First it has to do with the righteousness
that comes from God in the gospel through the work of Jesus Christ, the
righteousness that is from God and “comes through faith in Jesus Christ to
all who believe” (Romans 3:22). This is the righteousness our author has
been teaching us about—the perfect righteousness and obedience of Christ
that is given to us freely when we ask for it in faith. (Call Tim up for a
demonstration.)

Second, the teaching about righteousness has to do with moral
rectitude—our need for righteous conduct day by day. The perfect
righteousness of Christ takes care of our position before the heavenly Father.
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When he sees us he declares that we are righteous—that there is now no
condemnation for us. The penalty has been taken away. But while our
position is that we are righteous before God, our condition is that we remain
sinners. And so God sends the Holy Spirit to teach and lead us into
righteousness. He begins to work righteousness in us by teaching us what
God loves and what God hates. He teaches us how we are to use the new
life he has begun in us. And he gives us power to live in that way. That is
why we need to study God’s word. We need to know God’s Word because it
is through his Word the Spirit works to teach and to lead us—to enable us to
distinguish good from evil. As our author writes, “But solid food is for the
mature, who by constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good
from evil.”

Beloved, if you are not maturing in the faith you won’t be able to
discern the true from the false and you will be easy prey for those who
would lead you astray. But when we become mature, as the Apostle Paul
says, “We will no longer be infants, 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. Instead, speaking the truth in
love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is Christ.”
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Let me summarize things so far by pointing to three marks or
characteristics of spiritual immaturity. First of all, the spiritually immature
are shallow in their understanding. Their attitude is this: “So long as I love
Jesus it doesn’t matter what else I believe.” What spiritual impoverishment
that attitude brings! Beloved, there is no study more worthwhile, more
beneficial or more exciting than the study of God and his saving work in
Christ. We have a great and awesome God. He has revealed himself to us in
the pages of the Bible. We need to be diligent in the use of this treasure.

Second of all, the spiritually immature are of little use to others in the
things of the faith. They ought to have been teachers, but they have nothing
to teach and no help to give in difficult circumstances. Fathers, if you are
not maturing in the faith what are you going to say when one of your
children comes home with a serious question from an unbelieving friend?
Women—how will you be a source of wisdom and encouragement to the
younger women of the congregation as Paul instructs you to be if you are not
solidly grounded in a mature understanding of the faith? All of us are to be
witnesses to Jesus Christ; how can we do that effectively if we don’t long to
deepen our relationship with him day by day?
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And third, the spiritually immature are undiscerning. They do not
know the sound from the unsound either in teaching or in moral choices. Do
you remember how the Letter to James ended? James wrote,
My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and
someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a
sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover
over a multitude of sins.
How can we do this if we cannot “distinguish good from evil”? How can we
save someone from danger when we don’t see the peril ourselves?

So what is the remedy for being shallow, useless and undiscerning? It
is to apply yourself to the truth of Scripture, to train your mind in the things
of Christ, to get the ABCs of the faith right and to advance in deeper
understanding of God’s word. Those basics of the faith, the starting point
and foundation of the Christian life are listed for us in the opening verses of
chapter six.
Therefore let us leave the elementary teachings about Christ
and go on to maturity, not laying again the foundation of repentance
from acts that lead to death and of faith in God, instructions about
baptisms, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead and
eternal judgement.
We have here a list of basic items that form the foundation of the Christian
faith. When our author tells us we are to leave these elementary teachings
he does not mean we are to discard them; he means we are to build upon
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them. You must have a sure foundation—but once the foundation is built,
you start to lay the bricks.

Let me give you an example. Last week Cathy and I were in
Cleveland. One of the things we saw was the Civil War Memorial. It was
right in the centre of the city. It had massive bronze doors—each weighing
more than 1,100 pounds—and yet you could swing the doors open or closed
with one hand. It was just like opening up a screen door. These doors were
built about 100 years ago—and they have never been adjusted. They work
as well today as they did the day they were installed. The builders crafted a
good foundation on which to rest these doors. The floors never heaved.
They never settled. Without that foundation the doors would soon have
become difficult to work; over time they would have become useless. With
that foundation, however, they were able to build a magnificent memorial.
Beloved: Get the foundation right and then go on from there.

Now the foundation that Hebrews describes is made up of three sets of
two items each. The first basic teaching of the faith has to do with
“repentance from acts that lead to death and…faith in God.” Repentance
from acts that lead to death includes two things. It means turning away from
acts of wickedness—acts that bring God’s judgement. Think of I
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Corinthians 6:9 and following. “Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters
nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor
the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the
kingdom of God.” It also means a turning away from dead works—from
works of self-righteousness that cannot save. We are to turn from
wickedness and self-righteousness and cling to faith in Christ. We are to
trust his work done on our behalf. Repentance and faith: these are the first
steps in the Christian life. They can be summed up in one word:
justification. We are made right before God by having faith in him alone
and by turning away from sin.

The second set of basic teachings has to do with “baptisms and the
laying on of hands.” Now the word for baptisms here is not the usual word
for baptism used in the New Testament. We don’t have here a word about
the sacrament of baptism. The word used is plural and it means “washings”
or “ablutions.” The laying on of hands is associated with blessing and
healing and signifies the coming of the Holy Spirit. Put washings and the
laying on of hands together and you have teachings that have to do with our
being empowered by the Spirit to live the Christian life. They point us to
sanctification—to the life that is led once a person has been justified.
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The third set of two teachings has to do with “the resurrection of the
dead and eternal judgement.” To put it another way, we have here teachings
about glorification—the final destiny of the believer and our hope and joy in
this passing world. There will come a day when the dead shall rise and
because of the work done by Christ on their behalf believers will be able to
enter into the presence of a three times holy God and serve him in joy and
thanksgiving for all eternity.

So here we have a summary of the Christian foundation—the
minimum that must be laid for us to build a Christian life safely and
fruitfully. Justification by faith alone and a turning from sin to Christ.
Sanctification—a life committed to walking daily in a spirit that is teachable
and obedient. Glorification—a cleaving to the hope of eternity and an
inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade, kept in heaven for us (cf. I
Peter 1:4). Let us learn this elementary doctrine and then go on to maturity.
“God permitting, we will do so.”

As we read the letter to the Hebrews it is clear that the great desire of
our author is to lead his readers into a mature understanding of Christ and
his saving work so that they can grow in faith and persevere to the end. He
is even willing to be harsh with them because he loves them and doesn’t
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want any of the flock to be lost. And we can rejoice in that because in our
lesson today we find the key to our persevering in the faith through all the
battles that this life can bring, whether the enemy is the world, the flesh or
the devil. The answer we have today is not magic. It is not rocket science.
It is plain, old-fashioned hard work. The key to perseverance is found in a
mature and firm commitment to study the word of God. It is found as we do
what it takes to have the Word of God enter our minds and touch our hearts
and shape our actions. It means turning off the TV and opening up the
Bible. It means going over the lesson and sermon summaries and seeing
how they address your life. It means praying for illumination and
discernment. It means walking in integrity and righteousness before the
Lord, daily confessing our sins, daily repenting, daily devoting ourselves to
the things of God and daily practicing the Christian life.
Beloved, listen for all you are worth. Become fully acquainted with
the Bible’s teaching about Christ’s righteousness. Walk in practical
righteousness day by day. Constantly apply God’s word to the decisions of
your life. Grow in faith so you might grow in love and in service and in
usefulness to the Lord our God. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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