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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #16

Part I: Elementary Teaching of Christianity

Hebrews 6:1-3

Hebrews 6:1  Therefore, having left behind the initial message of Christ, let us move on to maturity, not laying down again a foundation of repentance from dead works and faith in God, 2 a teaching about baptisms and the laying on of hands, about resurrection from the dead and eternal judgment. 3 And this we shall do, if God allows.

Notes
Notes and the correct reading of this part of the letter to the Hebrews
Teaching
Verse 6:1 - Therefore, having left behind the initial message of Christ, let us move on to maturity, not laying down again a foundation of repentance from dead works and faith in God,  

The author urges his addressees to leave behind the basics or the initial teaching, or in the original Greek, the “logos,” the word of Christ.  This expression points to a body of teaching that was already established and well known.  The NT gives us small portions of that teaching such as the well known “word” of Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:23).  The Greek could also mean “beginning of Christ” to refer to “the fundamental explanation of the fulfilment of the Messianic promises in Jesus of Nazareth,” but on the ground of the Greek grammar that the sentence is subjective genitive, the message could be the message that Christ himself preached.  “Left behind” does not have the sense that the teaching has to be neglected but that the occasion does not allow to present detailed writing.

‘Word,’ not ‘Words’
The expression “word of God” is striking.  It is always the singular form and that has two important facts embodied in that unique usage:
A. Word and not words indicates that what is declared is the relationship

B. Word and not words means also that the words contained in the “word” has to be understood in the light of the declared relationship. Hence all our biblical studies that does not examine the word in the light of the “word” that is the relationship are missing the best honey and providing us with the “wax” of the bee-hive 

“Let us move on to maturity” picks up the contrast of children and mature in the preceding verses. Maturity does not refer specifically to a higher or more perfect doctrine that was given by a “celestial” teacher as in sects of the Gnostics, but from Hebrews itself we discover that this “mature” vision that has the perfect teaching is perfection that Christ the high-priest provides (Heb 7:11; 10:14).  Yet it would be a mistake to deny any connection between the maturity that the addressees are urged to attain and the perfection that Christ affords. 
Christian Maturity Then and Now
1. In the apostolic period (i.e., when the Apostles were alive) all Christians came from either a Jewish or Pagan background.  Their main temptation was to go back to their former life and even belief.  In our time we all were raised up in a Christian family or a semi-Christian family and our main temptation is to become enslaved by the Secular and Post-Christian Culture.  So what was the temptation of the early Christians and can we compare theirs with ours?
2. For the Jews, the Law was their main obstacle that halted them from accepting God’s “free forgiveness” and the “free gifts” that are bestowed on them only through Jesus and not through the Law or the works of the Law.  The Mediation of Jesus that is shining throughout Hebrews is founded on the “solid food” and that is the cross, the “scandal for the Jews” (1 Cor 1:23).  The Mediation of Jesus is still the scandal for modern Christians, who put other mini-mediators between them and God.  Among these are systems of “Legalisms” and “Rituals.” 
3. For Gentiles who came from a Pagan background, Greek Philosophy and way of life made the Cross foolishness (1 Cor 1:18-23).  It was wisdom, power, systems and the organization of the social life that made Christian life based on “sacrificial love” weak and unworthy.
4. Both kind of converts reached a point: either Jesus Crucified and risen who owns the life of the believers or a life that is not committed to: free grace, human life valued not by success and failure but by the mature sacrificial love of Christ and that the eternal should have the upper hand over the earthly.

What Are the Great Temptations for Us Today?

1. To place church membership before active faith

2. To put forms of worship higher than the Lord himself

3. To fight over one or more interpretations of verses of the Bible

4. To make the Bible an idol 

5. To hang on Creeds in order to exclude others and speak evil of them

There are more, and each one of us has to discover what the replacements are for Jesus that we have. 

Discerning the Replacements of Christ 
We replace Jesus with our own desires.  How can we tell when we are doing this?
1. In a conflict, who is important? Your opinion or the commandments of our Lord?

2. Who or what is the center of your life?

3. Number the means that you use for your daily Christian life and ask yourself which one is more important and which one you can give up and remain committed to the Lord.

4. Is the love of Jesus the foundation of your life?  If this so, then, what are the things you that you regard as more important than the rest?
Mature Faith in the Letter to the Hebrews

1. Christ, as the perfected High Priest, has been perfected by sufferings; in turn He perfects his followers. 

2. This perfection has a realized dimension expressed by the term “sanctification”    (Heb 10:10), which consists in the forgiveness and access to God that Christ’s mediation provides.  At the same time it has a future dimension insofar as Christians are called upon to follow faithfully their “Forerunner and leader to the perfection of heavenly glory” (2:10; 6:20).  The mature Christian is expected just to seek the solid food but also to follow Christ on that path to final perfection, whatever the cost.

The Six Basic Elements of Teaching

The basic teaching of this verse consists of six elements grouped into three pairs, and the summary falls into two segments.  The first segment in verse 1 refers to a “foundation” of (1) repentance and (2) faith need not “again lay down.”  The second segment in verse 2 refers to “teaching” about the (3) rituals or baptisms and (4) laying on of hands, (5) resurrection and (6) judgment. 

What is distinctive is the last element and that the resurrection and judgment for this is the end of every teaching
Purifications
Verse 6:2 – a teaching about baptisms and the laying on of hands, about resurrection from the dead and eternal judgment.
The Greek word baptismos, generally speaking, means “washings” (Heb 9:10 and Mark 7:4).  The word is regularly used in the NT for Christian baptism.  Hence, “teaching about baptisms” is probably about ablutions that were common among the Jews.  Jewish rituals of purification are described in Numbers 19:9, 13:20:21.  Were the converts using a variety of purification rites in addition to baptism?  Later documents hint at that practice (see the Apostolic Tradition, Hippolytus 16:15 and other ancient documents that speak of Christian Baptism as the once for all purification.) 
Rituals for purifications are among the strongest practices for Moslems, who can’t pray without water purification.
“Laying on of hands” was used in the NT for healings, and ordinations (Acts 6:6; 8:6; 1 Tim 4:14; 2 Tim 1:6)  

Under the Rule of God
Verse 6:3 – And this we shall do, if God allows.

This appeals to what God allows and no doubt expresses a serious commitment of those who love to put their life under the Authority of God.  

Three ways of being under the ruling God:

1. Total self surrender.  Does not ask why this or that is happening in our life.
2. A committed life that takes what is bearable and does not question the rest

3. A life of faith that has a kind of trust but tries to work out the meanings of events and flee if possible from facing conflicts. 

Letter from Philemon: The Resurrection and the Last Judgment 

My beloved brother,

Christ is risen and this is our past, present and future.  Our Lord is our past for he rescued us from death.  He is our present because he feeds us daily and sustains us.  Jesus is our future because we will rise in glory to be with him and in him forever.  Be aware that any teaching that does not at least hint to the resurrection is short of the divine goal of divine love.  Teach the resurrection when you speak about repentance, or love, or any element of our Christian faith, so that those who hear you, know where they shall be forever.

Philemon a sinner

June 6, 1967
Part II: Faithful and Fallen away Christians

Hebrews 6:4-8

Hebrews 6:4  It is impossible when those who have once been enlightened, and who have tasted the gift from heaven, and who have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, 
5 Who have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the coming age, 
6 once they have fallen away, to renew them to repentance, because they are crucifying for themselves the Son of God again and put him to public shame.  7 The field which soaks up the frequent rain which falls upon it, and which yields a useful crop to those for whom it is cultivated, partakes of blessing from God. 8 But the field that produces thorns and thistles, it is useless, and well-nigh accursed.  Its destiny is the fire.

Notes and the correct reading of this part of the letter to the Hebrews
Verse 6:4 – It is impossible when those who have once been enlightened, and who have tasted the gift from heaven, and who have become partakers of the Holy Spirit, 
“It is impossible” is forceful and emphatic.  What are other contexts where Hebrews declares something “impossible?”


Heb 6:l8 – Two things unchangeable … it is impossible for God to lie 


Heb 10:4 – it is impossible for blood of bulls … to take away sins

Heb l1:6 – Without faith it is impossible to please God
So, it is “impossible” and that impossibility is restricted only to human beings who can go through a second baptism as a means of purifications just as those of the Jewish rites.  
“Enlightened” was used in Hebrews 10:32 for accepting teaching, but the same verb is used for baptism in the most early Christian baptismal practice (Justin Martyr 150 in his first apology 61:12 and 65: the Didache one of the oldest documents that gives us a glimpse of early Christian worship).  If those who were baptized or enlightened are those who “fall away” then they can’t be baptized a second time if they come back and repent.   The words “who have once been enlightened” strongly suggest baptism.
 “Tasted” is used once in Acts 20:11 in a Eucharist celebrated by Paul.  The “heavenly gift” is the “Manna” that the Father sends from above (John 6:32).  Closely associated with the tasting of the heavenly gift is the next gift: Christians have also become “partakers of the Holy Spirit.”  The language of participation recalls the earlier references (Heb 3:1, 14) to partaking in a heavenly calling and in Christ himself.  Distribution of the Holy Spirit was also mentioned as a mark of the Christian community (Heb 2:4) but more important in Hebrews 12:10 we partake in the Holiness of God; this is the ancient teaching on sanctification.  We shall deal with that at length in due time.
Verse 6:5 Who have tasted the good word of God and the powers of the coming age,
In the phrase “The good word of God and the powers of the coming age,” “The Word” is the Greek rema, not logos, and the “good word of God” is the word of the Good News, the Gospel.  Here if we add the other part of the verse “the powers of the age to come”, that indicates for us not just members of a Christian congregation but persons who were in ministry.
Those Who Fall Away

Verse 6:6 – once they have fallen away, to renew them to repentance, because they are crucifying for themselves the Son of God again and put him to public shame.  
Regarding those who have enjoyed the experience of Christian renewal and have “fallen away”  παραπεσόντας   (parapesontas), this verb appears only here in the NT, it comes to us from the LXX,  (Ezek 14:13; 15:8; 18:24; 20:27; 2 Chron 26:18; 28:19; 29:6; 30:7; Wis 6:9; 12:2.)
It is impossible, says our author, again to “renew” these apostates. 
The Greek verb παραπιπτω (parapiptw) and the noun παραπτωμα (paraptwma) come to the NT from the LXX.  The verb is common in Classical Greek.  It means “to fall beside or aside,” also “to stumble on something by chance,” “to go astray,” “to be mistaken.”  Hence the noun has the meaning “slip,” “error.”
The verb occurs eight times in the LXX (such as in 2 Macc 10:4; Wis 6:9; 12:2 “to commit an error”) and the noun is used 19 times where sin comes to be understood as a basic attitude and total conduct.
New Testament.

1.
The verb parapiptw occurs only in Hebrews 6:6 and the sense seems to be “fallen away” according to most English NT. Hebrews does not just speak of “fallen away” in (Heb 3:12, watch brothers, lest perhaps shall be in any one of you a heart of evil unbelief in falling away from the living God), so it is not just falling away but it is to turn away from the living.  We have to be more careful for it is not sin as a human condition but turning away from God which is indicated in Hebrews 10:26.  The words do not deny forgiveness but deny any possibility of forgiveness for those who persist and deny the power of the death of Christ.
2. 
The noun occurs frequently in Paul, but outside the Pauline letters it occurs in Matthew 6:14: “If you if you don’t forgive the paraptwma (the sin against) your brother, the Father will not forgive” (see also Mk. 11:25).  To “sin against” means to “offend” or “to intrude.”

Two Important Questions 

1. What is the nature of sin?

2. Why sin is against humans or God?

The Bible does not remain a neutral book in our culture.  It has its own history and it generated ideas and concepts that like all our ideas and concepts develop to meet our needs or to challenge them.

To answer these two questions, we need to separate the biblical from the legal and the political concepts.
To do so correctly we have to be aware of the basic differences between the God-human relationship in the OT, the NT and contemporary Christianity.
The Old Testament

The OT after the rise of the kingdom could not avoid the Theocracy Model where God rules by the king, and the priests.  Here under Theocracy and within the Covenant, “against” means:

a) Breaking the Law and the agreement between God and his people.

b) Violation of the Law was seen as “rebellion” 
c) Worshipping Idols were among Capital Sins that must be punished 
by death.
In Judaism “revolt” and “rebellion” both were called “apostasy” and this word has had its political sense in I Maccabees 11: 14; 13: 16; and by Jewish historian Josephus (“Contra Apion." Book 1: 19, 4).  It was applied to signify rebellion and rebels against God and the Law; and desertion and deserters of the faith of Israel.  The apostates are those who turned away from Yahweh (Num 14: 9), they are rebels (Josh 22: 19, 22; Isa 30:1), and betrayals (2 Chron 28:19, 33:19; I Kings 21: 13; I Sam 25:17).  Accordingly in the Greek text of I Maccabees 2:15), the Greek verb that "the officers of the king compelled the people to apostatize," that is, to revolt against the God of Israel; and Jason, the faithless high priest, is "pursued by all and hated as a deserter of the law" (or “apostates” 2 Macc. 5: 8).  As the personification of rebellion against God and the Law, the serpent is called apostate in the LXX Job 26: 13) 
The New Testament
The NT does not use the word “rebellion” but “disobedience” because three major changes took place in the God-human relationship:
a) 
There is no Theocracy any more and God rules through his Son and the Holy Spirit.  That is what is stated as the Kingdom of God.

b) 
The Law is not a state Law but is the Law of the new life that is the communion of the believers in the Life of the Son by the Holy Spirit.
c) 
Thus to fall away or to turn away from God is to seek self distruction.

Thus to “sin against” is an act of turning away from fellowship and ignoring the very heart of Christianity, and that is love.  Even when Paul (Rom 5:14-17) describes the sin of Adam as “trespassing,” the meaning should be traced back to Genesis 3:1-5.  There “trespassing” is the same as “sinning” and there is no need to play on the nerve of newly converted Christians [by debating a distinction].  Paul used the two Greek words  παραβασεως (parabasis, transgression) in 5:14 and αμαρτια (hamartia, sinning) in 5:13, so he was dealing with the “trespassing” of Adam who stepped outside the image of God and that the same as “missing the mark” so “sin hamartia” was in the world before the Law according to Romans 5:13, so hamartia is synonymous to parabasis according to Romans 5:20.  The Law simply caused it to increase.  So trespassing is oriented to the presence of the Law (Rom 5:13 f.; Gal 3:19).  It implies transgression of a commandment, however this goes further; it refers directly to the disruption of man’s relation to God through the fall.
Contemporary Christian Writings

Time and space do not allow me to go through the present life of some of our churches in the USA as well as in Europe.  But we can’t avoid the old history, where sin was seen through the eyes and the culture of “Feudalism.”  This vision reached its climax in the Middle Ages when the great St. Anselm (1033-1109), Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote his book, Cur Deus Homo, “Why God Became Man.”  Richard Southern (St. Anselm and his Biographer, Cambridge Univ. Press, 1963) has argued that Anselm's concept of the atonement can only be understood within the framework of medieval feudalism.  The relation between God and man is like that of a feudal lord and his vassals, the latter of whom are obligated to render full service to their lord.  In the language of feudalism, "a man's honor was his estate." There was no greater crime than disobeying one's lord and thus dishonoring his name and estate.  
Thus, according to this interpretation of Anselm, God is the feudal lord of the universe, his estate, whose honor consists in the "complex of service and worship which the whole creation, animate and inanimate, in heaven and earth owes to the creator" (Dillistone, The Christian Understanding of Atonement ,Westminster Press, 193). By withholding service, i.e., through disobedience, mankind has dishonored God and is thus subject both to punishment and the obligation to restore to God and his estate the honor and service they have failed to provide.  Anselm may well have borrowed such concepts to communicate more effectively with his contemporaries, it is anything but certain that his doctrine of atonement is unintelligible apart from them.

What is sin? Anselm defines sin as the withholding by the creature from God the honor that is due him.  Therefore, sin is debt, or the failure to render to God full and proper obedience: "One who does not render this honor [i.e., obedience in every act of will] to God takes away from God what belongs to Him, and dishonors God, and to do this is to sin" (Book I, ch. 11).  "So then, every one who sins ought to pay back the honor of which he has robbed God; and this is the satisfaction which every sinner owes to God" (ibid.). 

Under what obligation does sin place mankind? According to Anselm, mankind is under a three-fold obligation: 
a)
we must immediately render to God full and proper obedience in everything;
b)
we must pay back the honor due unto God of which, by our sin, we deprived him;

c)
we must pay back more (reparation) than we have taken away; this is because of the infinite degree of the insult we inflicted on God by dishonoring him. Hence, total obedience, repayment, and reparation are required of all humanity. 

What are the possible options left to mankind? There are only two: either we must be punished or we must make the required satisfaction.  Punishment is less than desirable for all concerned, for God's plan to bring eternal happiness to his creation would suffer. Satisfaction is the only viable alternative. 

Is mankind able to make the required satisfaction? No, and for two reasons:

First, we already owe God complete obedience and thus have nothing to offer to make satisfaction that is not already rightfully his. 

Second, sin is infinitely heinous because God, against whom it was committed, is infinitely holy.  Thus, whatever satisfaction we make would be eternal in duration, for our sin offended an eternally righteous God. 

Why cannot God, in love and mercy, simply dismiss the offense and forgive us our sins? There are two reasons:

First, if sin is not punished, it is not subject to any law or regulation. The sinner and saint would thus have equal standing before God, the former being regarded no differently than the latter. 

Second, it would overturn justice if the creature could defraud the creator of that which is his due. The justice of God has no less a right for expression than do his love and mercy. 

How, then, can satisfaction be made?  Anselm put it this way (with slight paraphrasing): 

"Satisfaction cannot be made unless there be some One able to pay God for man's sin something greater than all that is beside God … Now nothing is greater than all that is beside God except God Himself.  None therefore can make this satisfaction except God. And none ought to make it except man … If, then, it be necessary that the kingdom of heaven be completed by man's admission, and if man cannot be admitted unless the aforesaid satisfaction for sin be first made, and if God only can, and man only ought to make this satisfaction, then necessarily One must make it who is both God and man." (Book II, ch. 6) 

In other words, only we owe the debt, but we cannot pay it. Only God can pay the debt, but he does not owe it.  Therefore, only a God-man, i.e., Jesus Christ, can both bear the guilt of human sin and pay the debt incurred by it.  This is Cur Deus Homo . . . this is why God became man! 

How could the death of Christ honor God and sufficiently outweigh the sins of men? 
Anselm gives us three answers. 

1.
Since the God-man offered to God a gift he did not owe, the gift is adequate to pay for our sins.

2.
The God-man did not deserve to die.  His death was entirely voluntary.  Thus his death, unlike that of all other men, was meritorious in God's sight. 

3. 
Anselm points out that the assault on Christ is the greatest sin imagineable (Book II, ch. 14).  Therefore, since he willed to endure this greatest of all injustices, the merit of his death is itself the greatest imaginable and more than suffices to outweigh the sins of mankind. 
(See also, Timothy Gorringe, God's Just Vengeance: Crime, Violence and the Rhetoric of Salvation, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, David Garland, Punishment and Modern Society (Oxford, 1990) and violence (René Girard, Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, trans. S. Bann and M. Metteer London, 1987)
To be continued …
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