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June 8, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 6:9-12
Sermon: Diligently Pressing on in the Faith

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

The author of Hebrews has been exhorting his readers to faithfulness
because he has seen trends in them that have caused him deep, pastoral
concern. They have been displaying a spiritual sluggishness that has
rendered their faith shallow, undiscerning and far less useful than it might
otherwise have been. He did not think that at that moment theirs was a faith
mature enough to stand them in good stead when the troubles that loomed on
the horizon broke over them in full measure. You can think of it this way:
He knew that there were many dangerous stumbling blocks that were
perilous to the Christian faith. There was opposition from strong and crafty
spiritual powers. Peter (I Peter 5:8) wrote that the “adversary the devil
prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” He knew
that there was opposition from the world. The world, with its glittering but
fading beauty had the power to cause people to drift away from the faith in
the way that a current quietly pulls a swimmer away from the safety of the
shore and out to sea (Hebrews 2:1). He knew there was opposition from the
flesh. In the Christian life there are daily battles that have to be joined
against the flesh—the old man, the old nature, who ruled in believers before
they were converted—and often it seems that these battles are losing battles.
And so, acutely aware of these dangers, and acutely aware that they were
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dangers not being taken seriously by his congregation, our author laid out
the rule of faith for the Christian: If you are not growing in the faith you are
standing still, and in matters of faith if you are standing still you are really
going backwards. And if you are going backwards, you are heading towards
disaster.

That’s what our author was seeing in the lives of his congregation.
They were in spiritual danger, but they just didn’t see it. They needed to be
roused from their sleep. And so he brought a sharp rebuke, trusting it would
awaken them to their danger. And a sharp rebuke it was. Beloved, there is
no more dire warning in Scripture than that found in last week’s lesson:
It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who
have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who
have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the
coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance.

Now our author had to warn his congregation of the danger he saw.
He had to warn them against their complacency and spiritual sloth. But at
the same time he didn’t want to plunge them into despair by letting them
think they had deteriorated to such an extent all hope was gone. Quite the
reverse. He wanted them to experience the joy of a true hope that can be
found only in a growing and fruitful relationship with Christ. And so after
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the warning he brings them a word of encouragement. We find it in today’s
lesson. Let’s turn to it now.
Even though we speak like this, dear friends, we are confident
of better things in your case—things that accompany salvation. God
is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the love you have
shown him as you have helped his people and continue to help them.

First of all, he addresses them as “dear friends.” In the Greek the
word is “beloved.” Despite his sometimes harsh words, he lets his people
know of his pastoral devotion and tenderness towards them; he loves them
deeply or else he would not have warned them in the first place. And then
he goes on to tell them that in spite of their sluggishness he has seen
evidences in their lives that have persuaded him of the genuineness of their
faith. He has confidence in them that their hearts are in the right place and
that their spiritual problems can be successfully addressed.

There are two basic reasons for his confidence. First of all he has
seen real spiritual fruit in the lives of the congregation. The fruit of the
Spirit, Paul tells us in Galatians 5:22, is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. In looking at his people
he has seen hatred giving way to love and peace. He has seen envy
conquered by joy. He has seen insatiable cravings replaced by gentleness
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and self-control. And he has seen the sort of courage, faithfulness and love
that befits a soldier of Jesus Christ. He gives examples of their faithfulness
in chapter 10 beginning at verse 32:
Remember those earlier days after you had received the light,
when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering.
Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at
other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated.
You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the
confiscation of your property because you knew that you yourselves
had better and lasting possessions.
This crop of good works, harvested at the time of the persecution under
Emperor Claudius, points to real and saving faith. These are the sort of
works that inevitably accompany salvation. And look at verse 10. Did you
notice this? It says, “God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the
love you have shown him as you have helped his people.” In helping his
people—their brothers in the faith—they were helping God himself. It takes
us back to Matthew 25, doesn’t it?
Then the king will say to those on his right, “Come, you who
are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared
for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you
gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to
drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and
you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison
and you came to visit me.”
Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we see
you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?
When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes
and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit
you?”
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The king will reply, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for
one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”

So that brings us to the second reason for his confidence. He is
confident because he has seen evidence of the Spirit’s life lived out in them
and he is confident that their God, who is faithful and true, will not forget
what they have done. Beloved, there are times in a Christian’s life when it
seems that he is all alone. There are “dark nights of the soul” in which God
seems so very far away. In Isaiah 40:27 that complaint is expressed in these
words: “My way is hidden from the Lord and my right is disregarded by
God.” Listen to these words from Psalm 88:
Why, O Lord, do you reject me and hide your face from me?
From my youth I have been afflicted and close to death;
I have suffered your terrors and am in despair.
Your wrath has swept over me; your terrors have destroyed me.
All day long they surround me like a flood;
They have completely engulfed me.
You have taken my companions and loved ones from me;
The darkness is my closest friend.
Think of the prophet Elijah despairing and wanting to die because after his
conquest of the prophets of Baal he was chased by a murderous Queen
Jezebel out into the desert and came to the conclusion that he was all alone.
Our lesson tells us that there is no room for despair in the life of the
Christian, for no matter how we feel, the truth is that God sees our situation.
He treasures every petition of prayer, every deed of love and every act of
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faithfulness. We are to sing, “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he’s
watching me.” A. W. Pink put it this way:
It may look now as though God places little value on sincere
obedience to him, that in this world the man who lives for self gains
more than he who lives for Christ; yet in a soon-coming day it shall
appear far otherwise.

On the one hand, God will not forget what his children have done out
of thanksgiving for his saving work in their lives. On the other hand, the
Bible assures us that God will not remember our sins. Psalm 103:12 says,
“as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions
from us.” That’s a long way. Hebrews 8:12, quoting Jeremiah, says, “For I
will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” After
our Bible study Wednesday Pat Harrison made the point that God does not
“forget” our sins. “Forgetting” suggests that God is somehow careless, like I
am when I forget to bring home milk or a loaf of bread. God does not
forget; instead, he chooses not to remember. God deliberately decides not to
remember our sins against us. He takes them and puts them away by putting
them on Jesus. He remembers our “good works” that are only done because
of the Holy Spirit at work in us; he does not remember our sins, which we
alone are responsible for. That’s what it means to have grace piled upon
grace piled upon grace.
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So far our author has warned his people against spiritual complacency
and he has encouraged them by pointing out the evidences of new life he has
seen in their lives. Next he goes on to tell them two different but related
things. First, he speaks of his deepest desire for them and second, he lays
out a plan for them to reach that goal. Let’s pick up the lesson at verse
eleven:
We want each of you to show this same diligence to the very
end, in order to make your hope sure. We do not want you to become
lazy, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what
has been promised.
His deepest desire for them is that they be diligent in pressing on in the
Christian life. He wants them to press on to Christian maturity, for in this
way they can “make [their] hope sure.” The expression, “in order to make
your hope sure” literally translated is “so that your hope may be filled up.”
He wants them to fill up their tanks with hope. He wants them to have and
know the fullness of hope that comes through a mature faith—a hope that
comforts in the midst of sickness, lifts up when tragedy strikes and
perseveres in the hour of persecution. He wants them to have hope that can
face death without trembling or despair, for he does not want them to “grieve
like the rest of men, who have not hope” (I Thessalonians 4:13). He wants
them to be full of Jesus.
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What is his plan for developing maturity? The first thing they have to
do is repent of their spiritual sloth and laziness and commit themselves to
doing the hard work required to maintain a vital and living relationship with
Jesus. That’s the key. It’s not rocket science. It’s not advanced calculus.
It’s hard work. Persistence. Commitment. As the Westminster Confession
of Faith says, they need to cultivate their relationship with God and their
assurance of salvation through “the right use of the ordinary means of
grace.” They need to come to church to worship. They need to feed upon
Christ spiritually at his Table. They need to make time to read the Bible and
pray. They need to take a stand for Christ in the particular circumstances of
their lives. They need to show their love for God by loving and ministering
to others. They need to examine their lives to see where their walk needs
adjusting. This I can promise you: God will not let his children neglect their
duty to him and enjoy a sense of peace and security at the same time. Psalm
32 describes it this way:
When I kept silent, my bones wasted away
Through my groaning all day long.
For day and night your hand was heavy upon me;
My strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.
Then I acknowledged my sin to you
And did not cover up my iniquity.
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord”—
And you forgave the guilt of my sin.
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I can also promise you this: For those who commit themselves to the hard
work necessary to grow in Christ there are riches beyond our imagining, for
in Christ there is a peace that the world cannot give and so a peace that the
world cannot take away. The Letter to the Romans is divided into three
parts. Paul first writes about man’s guilt. Second, he writes of God’s grace.
Third, he writes about the gratitude that is owed God for such a great
salvation. At the end of his second section, in which he has been talking
about grace, Paul is almost overcome by the glory of God. He writes,
Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of
God. How unsearchable his judgements, and his paths beyond tracing
out! Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his
counselor? Who has ever given to God that God should repay him?
For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be
the glory forever! AMEN.
It is the fullness of that joy in the Lord that is found by those who earnestly
seek him.

The second thing they are to do, after committing themselves to the
hard work necessary for a maturing Christian life, is to “imitate those who
through faith and patience inherit what has been promised.” They are to
look at the saints and follow their godly example. Let me give you an
example or two. You find yourself serving in an outpost somewhere, feeling
left out, alone and discouraged. Remember David taking care of his father’s
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flocks out in the hill country of Israel. When Samuel came to anoint one of
Jesse’s sons to be king they didn’t even bother to call David in from the
fields. But David had placed himself in the hands of the Lord and was
willing to receive whatever the Lord had for him whenever the Lord wanted
him to have it. Make David your example in this matter.

You find yourself in the midst of a pagan culture that wants you to
compromise your morals. Remember Daniel in Babylonian captivity and his
integrity before all men. He would not defile himself with the royal food
and wine nor would he not stop praying to God, even if it meant being put in
a den with lions. He knew that the smallest sin was heavier than the greatest
suffering.

You come to a time of trial. You experience a thorn in the flesh. You
cry out to God but he doesn’t take it away. Listen to what God said to Paul
in a similar circumstance: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
made perfect in weakness” (II Corinthians 12:9).
You are being persecuted by an unjust authority. You will find grace
to stand fast when you remember Acts 5 and the example of Peter and John
who rejoiced at having been “counted worthy to suffer dishonour for the
name.”
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Read the life stories not only of biblical characters, but of the saints
down through the years. If you despair for someone’s conversion, read the
story of John Newton. If you are grieving and are afraid of becoming bitter,
read about Elizabeth Elliot whose husband was killed by natives in South
America and who ended up serving the very tribe that had martyred her
husband. If you are growing cold in your reading of the Bible, read about
William Tyndale, one of the early translators of the Bible into English and
you will be reminded of what a treasure and privilege we have in having
God’s Word so readily available to us. Above all, strive to be an imitator of
Jesus Christ. Be transformed by the renewing of your mind so that you have
the mind of Christ—so that his will and his priorities and his life are found
in you. Listen to these words from Philippians 2:
Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in
humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should
look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.
Your attitude [mind] should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:
Who, being in very nature God did not consider equality with
God something to be grasped, but make himself nothing, taking
the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.
And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself
and became obedient to death, even death on a cross.
Repent of your spiritual laziness. Commit yourself to the hard work of
growing in Christ. Look to the example of saints to encourage you. Above
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all, seek to have the mind of Christ in you. With that kind of faith you will
prevail. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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