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June 15, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 6:13-20
Sermon: A Promise, an Oath and an Anchor

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

Let’s take a moment to review where we have been. Our author has
been exhorting a small congregation of Jewish Christians to persevere in the
gospel of Christ in spite of hardships that are growing against them and
looming large on the horizon. His exhortations have taken several forms.
He has chastised them for their lack of maturity and growth in the faith. He
has warned them against the terrible danger of falling away from the faith
and despising the things of the Lord after they have been enjoyed. He has
encouraged them by pointing out the signs of true spiritual life he has seen
among them and he has blessed them by reminding them that God is faithful
and true: He will remember the good they have done as they have worked in
his vineyard and he will never remember their sins against him. In our
lesson today he continues his work of encouragement. He does so by
looking at Abraham, the father of the faithful, and tracing God’s dealings
with him. We are going to see three things today. We are going to see God’s
promise. We are going to see God’s oath and we are going to see God’s
anchor for our souls. A promise, an oath and an anchor. Let’s turn to our
lesson.
When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no
one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will
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surely bless you and give you many descendants.” And so after
waiting patiently Abraham received what was promised.

Let me trace God’s dealings with Abraham, or Abram as he was called
when God first met him. Abram was an idolater living in a godless land, Ur
of the Chaldees, when God first called him out of the darkness. He called
him with a mighty promise. He promised Abram a land. He promised the
he would be made into a great nation and he promised that through him all
the nations on earth would be blessed. Abram set out for the land of Canaan,
but he delayed for some years in Haran, until the death of his father Terah.
When he was seventy-five years old Abram left Haran for Canaan, a
childless pilgrim with a barren wife. It didn’t seem like an auspicious
beginning.

After having been in the land for some time, Abram became wealthy.
So did his nephew Lot. In fact, they had so many flocks and herds their
shepherds began to quarrel over who should have access to the water and
grazing land. Rather than quarrel, Abram and Lot decided to separate.
Abram gave Lot first choice, and Lot chose the good bottom land near
Sodom. Now this much have been discouraging to Abram. Enough time
had passed for him to become wealthy, but he still had no son and it seemed
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as if his extended family was breaking apart. So the Lord came to him and
repeated his promise.
Lift your eyes from where you are and look north and south,
east and west. All the land that you see I will give to you and your
offspring forever. I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth,
so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be
counted. Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I
am giving it to you. (Genesis 13:14-17)

More time passed. There was still no sign of a child. When the Lord
came to Abram, Abram complained. “O Sovereign Lord, what can you give
me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer
of Damascus…. You have given me no children; so a servant in my
household will be my heir” (Genesis 15:2-3). At this God repeated his
promise a third time and to seal his promise entered into a formal blood
covenant with Abram. It was an awesome scene. God had Abram cut
animals to pieces and spread the parts in two rows. When a dreadful
darkness fell, God reiterated his promises and in the form of a smoking
firepot and blazing torch passed between the rows of pieces. God was
saying to Abram, “My promise is so sure that if I do not keep it, may I suffer
the same fate as these animals.”
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Still more time passed. Abram reached the age of ninety-nine, still
without the child God had promised. At this point God comes to Abram and
changes his name. He becomes Abraham. Abram means, “Exalted Father.”
Abraham means “Father of Many.” And to bless and encourage him further
God gives Abraham a sign of the covenant they had made—circumcision.
So think of what we have seen so far. God comes to Abraham and makes
him a promise. He then repeats the promise. He then enters into a formal
covenant. Finally, he gives Abraham a new name that describes his
covenant promises along with a sign of the covenant. One year later Sarah
gave birth to Isaac.

Isaac grew. He became a young man. And then we come to the
incident that is alluded to in our lesson. God came to Abraham and said to
him, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the
region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the
mountains I will tell you about” (Genesis 22:2). Abraham obeyed. Early the
next morning he got up and chopped the needed wood. He took Isaac,
along with two servants, and headed out to the mountains. When he saw the
place in the distance, he put the wood on Isaac while he carried the fire and
the knife. The servants stayed back. And the two of them went on together.
It is one of the most poignant scenes recorded in Scripture:
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As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke up and said to
his father Abraham, “Father?”
“Yes, my son?” Abraham replied.
“The fire and the wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the
lamb for the burnt offering?”
Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the
burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them went on together.

How was it possible for Abraham to have obeyed such a dreadful
command? His long walk with the Lord had led Abraham into paths of
greater and greater faith. Early on in his walk with the Lord he was barely
able to follow. He often doubted; he often feared for his life. But through
years of fellowship with the Lord he had learned to trust in his promise. He
reasoned in this way: I have heard God’s promise. God has repeated it to
me. More, God has sealed it with a formal covenant and he has given me a
sign of that covenant in my body. What God promised he has given me. If
God takes Isaac by way of sacrifice, then God will have to raise him up from
the dead, for God’s promise cannot fail and not even death can thwart the
purposes of God. As it says in Hebrews 11:19, “Abraham reasoned that God
could raise the dead.” Abraham raised the knife to strike his son dead. The
angel of the Lord intervened. He stayed Abraham’s hand. He provided a
ram for the sacrifice. Abraham called that place, Jehovah Jireh, “The Lord
Will Provide.” And some two thousand years later, very near that spot
where the city of Jerusalem had grown up, wood was placed upon the back
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of Jesus Christ and he carried it to a hill and a sacrifice was made. Only this
time there was no voice from heaven to stay the hand of the executioners
and the blood of the Lamb was shed so the covenant promises given to
Abraham might be fulfilled.

Let’s look at out lesson again.
When God make his promise to Abraham, since there was no
one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will
surely bless you and give you many descendants.” And so after
waiting patiently, Abraham received what was promised.
Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath
confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument.
Now think of what we have seen. God makes promises. God repeats
promises. God enters a covenant. God give a covenant sign. Now we find
that God takes things one step further. God swears an oath. Now when
people swear an oath they swear “by someone of greater than themselves.”
When they say, for example, “I swear by my children,” they are saying, “If I
am lying, may my children be killed.” When they say, “I swear on my
mother’s grave,” they are saying, “If I am lying, may my mother’s peace be
taken away and may she experience the torment of hell.” When they swear
on the Bible they are saying, “If I lie, may the grace of God be withheld
from me. May the full punishment of God be poured down upon my head
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and may the wrath of God abide upon me.” It is a very serious thing to
swear an oath.

When God swears an oath, however, there is nobody greater for him
to swear by. That is why he has to swear by himself. An old Jewish prayer
illustrates the point:
Lord of the world, if you had sworn by heaven or earth I would
have been able to say: As heaven and earth shall pass away so also
your oath shall pass away. But now you have sworn by yourself, and
as you live and abide eternally so shall your oath continue secure in
all eternity.
When God swears to keep his covenant promises he is saying, “If I do not
keep my word, may I no longer be God. That is how sure my word is.”

Why would God swear such an oath? Look to the lesson again.
Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his
purpose very clear to the heirs of what was promised, he confirmed it
with an oath.
It is God’s purpose to bless his people. He wanted to make that purpose
crystal clear. Crystal clear to whom? To Abraham, certainly, but also to “the
heirs of what was promised.” Do you know who these heirs are? They are
the readers of the Letter to the Hebrews. And they are you and me. We are
heirs of the promise given to Abraham. It was granted to him to become a
mighty nation through whom the peoples of the world would be blessed.
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Into his line the Saviour was born, and all who believe on the Lord are heirs
of the blessing first given to Abraham.
God did this so that, by two unchangeable things in which it is
impossible for God to lie, we who have fled to take hold of the hope
offered to us may be greatly encouraged.
What are these two unchangeable things in which it is impossible for God to
lie? They are his promise and his oath. And they are given so that we who
have fled to him may be greatly encouraged by the hope of his promise and
oath.

You can think of it this way. God’s promise is sure, because he cannot
lie, but in order to help us and bolster our faith he adds to his already secure
promise an oath. He does so as an act of condescension and mercy to us.
He sees that we are weak. He sees that we need help. He sees that all too
often we falter and fail. So he stoops to help us. He promises and swears so
we might have a sure and certain hope in all of his promises. And that hope
is an anchor for our souls. Let’s take a look at the last two verses of our
lesson:
We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure. It
enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain, where Jesus, who went
before us, has entered on our behalf. He has become a high priest
forever, in the order of Melchizedek.
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Let me talk for a minute about what hope means in the Bible, because
the Bible uses the word “hope” differently from the way we tend to use the
word. When we use the word “hope” today we tend to use it to talk of
something that isn’t going to happen. People will say, “I hope I win the
lottery.” A student in John Klassen’s math class who hasn’t studied will say,
“I hope the teacher gives us an easy test.” These are examples of things that
aren’t going to happen. When the Bible uses the word “hope,” however, it
uses it to talk of things that are sure to happen. The hope of those who
believe is that through Christ they will be forgiven, reconciled, preserved,
guarded, kept, beloved and ultimately brought to a kingdom home. Their
hope is that the name of the Lord will be vindicated and their work and
witness blessed and that every knee will bow down to confess that Jesus is
Lord of all. These things are happening and will happen. There can be no
stopping them, for God has promised them on oath and his word cannot lie
and his purposes stand firm forever.

To illustrate that our hope is secure our author speaks of an anchor
that enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain. This is an allusion to the
temple, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies. The Holy of Holies was the
inner sanctum of the temple. It was where the Ark of the Covenant was
found. It was a symbol of the throne room of God and it represented God’s
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presence in heaven. The Holy Place was a room adjoining the Holy of
Holies. In the Holy Place there were three items: an altar for the burning of
incense, a lampstand carved with leaves and buds representing a tree and a
table where loaves of shewbread were kept. The altar of incense was
symbolic of prayer. The lampstand was symbolic of the burning bush where
God spoke to Moses and so it was a symbol of the Word of God. The Table
was a symbol of the heavenly banquet—the Lord’s Supper. The Holy Place,
then, was symbolic of the church in the world. The Holy Place and the Holy
of Holies were separated by a curtain.

Our lesson tells us that there is an anchor that runs from the Holy
Place behind the curtain and into the Holy of Holies. That it to say, there is
an anchor that runs from earth to heaven. How did this happen? In the NIV
it says that Jesus “went before us.” That expression can also be translated
“forerunner.” In the Greek the word “forerunner” is a very interesting one.
The word itself is prodromos. It is a nautical word and this is the only place
in Scripture where it is found. In biblical times, before they had ships and
machines that could easily dredge harbours, ships could often only get into
port at high tide. At low tide sandbars stood in their way. Because they
could not get into harbour they were in danger. Sudden storms could come
up and sweep them out to sea. That’s where the prodromos came in. The
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prodromos was a small boat that carried the ship’s anchor. A crew would
row the boat over the sandbar and into the harbour where they would let the
anchor down. The ship, though outside the harbour, was now anchored
within the harbour. If a storm were to hit, the ship, even though outside the
harbour, would still be safe. It couldn’t be carried out to sea.

Jesus is our prodromos and although he has gone from this world to
his heavenly home our connection to him hasn’t been broken. It is secured
by his love and grace and faithfulness which have planted a living faith in
our hearts. He is in heaven, sitting at the right hand of the Father,
interceding on our behalf, preparing a place for us and sending his Spirit into
the world to comfort, guide and bless his own. Do you think this anchor can
fail? Can unforeseen circumstances break this cable? With the Lord there
are no unforeseen circumstances, for the Lord is the Lord of circumstances
and all things come by his fatherly hand. Can the temptations of the devil
break the chain that connects a believer to his Lord? We already know the
answer to that. Just a few weeks ago we read these words:
For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every
way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the
throne of grace with confidence so that we may receive mercy and
find grace to help us in our time of need.
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Can the hostility of the world break chains of love and faithfulness the Lord
himself has forged? Well, it is true that in the world we have tribulation.
Our Lord himself said so. But after affirming that he went on to say, “But be
of good cheer, for I have overcome the world” (John 16:33 b, c). Can our
own sin break the link between heaven and earth and cause us to be lost?
No. It is not the righteous but sinners that God has come to save and all of
his own God will bring to repentance that there might be rejoicing in heaven.
I like the way Richard Phillips puts it: “Believers are saved and we are safe
because of God’s oath-bound promise, secured and made fast by the finished
work of Christ.”

Is that your hope? Have you trusted Jesus for your salvation? If not,
then what is your hope? How will it hold you up on the day of God’s
judgement? If you have trusted in Christ, then yours is a hope that nothing
can break, a hope that encourages you indeed and an anchor for your soul in
the storms of life. That’s how Priscilla Owen put it in her hymn:
Will your anchor hold in the storms of life?
When clouds unfold their wings of strife,
When the strong tides lift and the cables strain,
Will your anchor drift or firm remain?
We have an anchor that keeps the soul
Steadfast and sure while the billows roll,
Fastened to the rock which cannot move,
Grounded firm and deep in the Saviour’s love.
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In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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