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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #18

God Condescends to the Level of being on Trial 
Hebrews 6:13-20
Hebrews 6:13 Now when God had made a promise to Abraham, since he could not swear by anything greater, he swore by himself,  14 saying, “Surely, I will bestow blessings on you and will multiply you.”  15 And thus, having persevered, he obtained the promise.  16 Now human beings swear by one who is greater and the end of every dispute among them is the oath (sworn) for confirmation.  17 Accordingly, when God desired to demonstrate more abundantly to those who are heirs of the promise the immutability of his will, he guaranteed (it) with an oath,  18 so that through two immutable things, in which it is impossible for one who is God to lie, we might have a strong encouragement, we who have fled so as to lay hold of the hope which lies before us,  19 which we have as an anchor of the soul, steady and firm and reaching into the interior of the veil,  20 where Jesus has entered as a forerunner for us, having become High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek, forever.
The Oath and the Promise

VERSE 6:13 – Now when God had made a promise to Abraham, since he could not swear by anything greater, he swore by himself,  

The divine promises to Abraham involved two major parts:
A) That the patriarch would be the father of a great nation,
B) And that this nation would inherit the land. 
The two parts are stated clearly in Genesis 22:17.  The promise of ‘inheritance” is a historical one and has to be fulfilled in history, and in the life of those who now believe in Jesus Christ.
When God gave these promises, God confirmed them with an “oath.”  In trial, human beings (v. 16) take an “oath” by appealing to “someone greater” but there is no one greater than God, and God has to swear by himself to assure the promise, an allusion to Genesis 22:16.  This was a common practice in Judaism.  Here Hebrews takes the event further than what an oath normally involves, an appeal to something or someone greater.  Such a guarantor is obviously not available in the case of an oath by one who is, by definition, without peer or superior.  Here the “oath” and the “Guarantor” are no longer humanity disputing, but God condescending to the human level so that humanity may believe.
VERSE 6:14 – saying, “Surely, I will bestow blessings on you and will multiply you.” – According to Genesis 22:16, God’s oath to Abraham is dealing with Abraham’s numerous progeny (Gen 22:17).  We must not forget the “occasion” of the “oath”; it was the offering of Isaac, or what is known in Hebrew as the Aqedah or “binding of Isaac,” where the great example of Abraham’s faith took place.
VERSE 6:15 – And thus, having persevered, he obtained the promise.  
Abraham persevered and obtained the promise.  The Greek verb makrothumesas has been translated into:
· Endure

· Being longsuffering

· Persevere

Here we have to notice three things:

1. We have to learn one of the most difficult parts of our life, and that is how to wait.

2. God does not keep us waiting because God likes to torture us, but waiting keeps us awake to be ready to see how God implements his promises.

3. Waiting is indeed longsuffering but that is among the ways God has designed to clean us from hanging on what is not essential.

Abba Philemon

My beloved brother, “pray and wait” has been repeated in some Psalms, not because God is slow in hearing but because God gives us time to see clearly that [which] we truly need.

Here Abraham died and did not see in the days of his flesh the complete fulfillment of the promises in spite of being blessed.

“Received the promise” is the same verb that is used in Hebrews 11:33 for the unnamed heroes of the OT who obtained promises.  In the NT, the term appears only in Romans 11:7 and James 4:2.  As for Christians, Hebrews also uses another verb, komizein.  The nuance [here is that] Christians have already “received the promise” (Heb 10:36).  The OT heroes do not ( Heb 11:39) “obtain” the promises (Cf. also Heb 11:13, 19).  Christ Jesus is the “Promise” of God, “for all the promises of God find their yes in him.” (2 Cor 1:20)
VERSE 6:16 - Now human beings swear by one who is greater and the end of every dispute among them is the oath (sworn) for confirmation.
God used the ordinary human swearing not only because it involves an appeal to someone greater but also puts an “end” to “controversy” and provides “confirmation.”  The Greek word bebaiwsis (confirmation, establishing firmly) is rare in the LXX (Lev 25:23; Wit 6:18), and in the NT (Phil 1:7).  Adolf Deissnann (Bible Studies: Contributions Chiefly from Papyri and Inscriptions to the History of the Language, the Literature, and the Religion of Hellenistic Judaism and Primitive Christianity, translated A. Grieve; 2d ed.; Edinburgh: Clark, 1909, p 104 and p 230) has provided us with the use of the word in Legal cases.  God stands facing Abraham, and in Him (God) humanity has the most compassionate God who lowers himself to our level to the extent that God subjects himself to our human understanding and to our life.
VERSE 6:17 – Accordingly, when God desired to demonstrate more abundantly to those who are heirs of the promise the immutability of his will, he guaranteed (it) with an oath,  
God’s oath is applied to our human situation. The God- human relationship in the Bible has three basic qualities:

1. 
A simple use of human language.

2. 
An obvious employment of human customs and rules.
3. 
A condescension that has been used to reveal a special love for humanity.   

That Hebrews now suggests the reason for the divine oath is because God swore is not a problem at all.  Divine words should need no confirmation, but humans need such a confirmation.  Thus God wanted “to demonstrate more abundantly,”[which] indicates the tenderness of God who willed to confirm his will to humans who are heirs of the promise, the immutability of his will. 
“Heirs of the promise” could be applied either to the recipients such as Abraham and his descendants, or to Christians.  It will become clear in verse 18 that Hebrews refers to the heirs in the fullest sense known through the NT, the true descendants of Abraham, the Christians.

What the divine oath demonstrates is the “immutability” of God’s “will.”  God is unchanging in his designs, and that his word is firm and secure is constant affirmation of the biblical tradition.  These affirmations were subsequently repeated and expanded in all strands of the Jewish tradition.  This widespread tradition among Jews and Christians that God’s will is immutable creates the stability of the divine-human relationship.

The immutability of God’s will …
1. is the foundation of all of God’s plans

2. is always about doing or fulfilling the promises

3. was never part of a promise to inflict vengeance, and we need to read the book of the prophet Jonah in light of God’s tenderness towards humanity.

The Immutability of God’s Will and the Incarnate God

The Incarnation united our mutable (variable) human will to the mysterious union of the divine and the human in Jesus Christ.  This union did not abolish the human mutable will nor replaced it with the divine will.  As far as we know for the life of Jesus three great changes took place:

1.
The Human in Jesus learned how to be subject to the divine.

2.
The Divine in Jesus experienced the human weakness and accepted to work in weakness; “the weakness of God is stronger than the power and the strength of humanity” (1 Cor 1:21) 
3.
But this weakness became the prelude of the power of the resurrection.
The cross and resurrection carried our weakness into the Godhead of the Trinity.  The cross is the pain, the suffering of our humanity while the resurrection is the divine power waiting to change us to the same glory.

The Guarantee

To demonstrate the faithfulness of God to his purpose, God guaranteed his purpose with an oath.  The technical sense in the legal language confirms the steadfastness of God.  But in a non-legal sense it conveys “to interpose” or “to mediate between”; or even to “intercede” or, more generally, “come between,” and this hints to the office of Christ described later, where Christ is portrayed as the mediator of the new covenant and its Guarantor.

VERSE 6:18 – so that through two immutable things, in which it is impossible for one who is God to lie, we might have a strong encouragement, we who have fled so as to lay hold of the hope which lies before us,
The oath and the promise by God ensure that there are “two immutable things” on which believers can rest in their relationship with God.  The two verses from the Psalms mentioned in Hebrews 5:5 and 6, namely, Psalm 2:7 and 110:4.  The last one of Psalm 110:4 is a Messianic prophecy that proclaims Christ the High Priest and the oath in the same context confirms this appointment. 

Christ the High-Priest Appointed by a Divine Oath

Hebrews declares to Christians that God appointed his Son not only with a promise but also with an oath.  This means for Christians:

1. Divine promises are sealed by an oath and they can’t be retrieved

2. The oath appointed Jesus as a high-priest who offered himself as a sacrifice for our sins.  That established his priesthood forever and gives his death on the cross the continuity of redeeming us because here the priesthood and the resurrection have the same power of life.

3. The status of Christ as heavenly intercessor and forerunner are both also established by the oath, hence we must have “strong encouragement.”  The certainty of God’s promise is a ground for confident assurance.

Those who receive this encouragement are those who “have fled” or rather have taken refuge in God.  In the distress of mortal life, we should flee (i.e., “take flight”) to God for refuge, and the refugees have fled not only toward a transcendent heavenly realm, but toward a hope that lies ahead as well as above. 

Flight and Participation

The object of flight [toward heaven] is like the object of participation in the heavenly reality in the here and now, because this [is the] ground of hope that is Christ, Who has entered “within the veil” to stand for us.
This understanding of the image of flight is not given as just an abstract idea, but is “the hope which lies before us, which we have as an anchor of the soul.”  Hope is “like an anchor of the soul.”  The metaphorical use of the anchor is unknown in the OT, and Hebrew has to borrow this word from the Greeks.  In classical Greek writings before Christ, the “anchor” symbolized stability and hope.  For Christians the anchor becomes a common symbol of hope.
Jesus Christ our Anchor

Abba Philemon

My beloved brother, I don’t understand why it is hard for us humans to believe and accept the redeeming love of God.  St. Paul says that sin hardens the heart (Heb 3:13). This is true. But does sin harden the heart to the extent that divine love seems to be unbelievable and even un-acceptable?  This is the misery that sin brings to our life. But Jesus is the Anchor of our souls; we have no one [else] who is stable and true in his love for sinners.  Last week some people came to visit us, when I told them that God has a special love for sinners.  They were surprised and one of them said that he never heard that before.  I trembled with fear for the life of this brother, and I spoke to him at length and though he left the Monastery comforted, yet deep in his soul there were many storms of guilt and the coldness of love that sin grafts in the human heart.  The Lord gave me these words that I wrote for him and I pass on to you for the sake of our common fellowship.

· Jesus you are the Anchor of my soul when the storms of this life gather their power to divert my attention.

· You are the eternal Anchor that has the stability of the divine unchangeable love. 

· You are the Anchor of my soul when my guilt drives me away to despair and to throw me in the deep dark end of mortality.

· You are the Anchor of my soul always for I have no courage to stand in the presence of God the Father alone without you.

· You are the Anchor of my soul because it is you who send the Holy Spirit to illuminate my heart and to guide me to your fiery love.

· My brother, seek this eternal Anchor that you may find eternal peace. For Jesus made himself the Anchor for all troubled souls.
Pray for me.

Philemon the beloved sinner of Jesus 

23 Feb 1970
The Anchor behind the Veil 
VERSE 6:19-20 – 19 which we have as an anchor of the soul, steady and firm and reaching into the interior of the veil,  20 where Jesus has entered as a forerunner for us, having become High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek, forever.
The Anchor is a great metaphor of our ultimate hope. The anchor would thus constitute the safe harbour of the divine realm. But this is part of our dynamic relationship where we are sure and secure to enter. The anchor of hope is seen functioning as does Christ, providing a means of access to us and a safe entry into God’s presence.  The analogy established between Christ and the anchor of hope is certainly intentional and significant. There is no room for anger or judgment because the anchor is in “the interior of the veil.”  This image, drawn from the symbolism of the temple where there was a “Veil” that hides the holy of holiness.  It was that same one that was “torn” on Good Friday when Jesus died and surrendered his soul to God the Father.  The temple symbolism will subsequently play a significant role in high-lightening the work of Jesus our Lord.  

The veil is part of the OT desert tabernacle.  According to the book of Exodus there were two curtains, the first at the entrance to the tabernacle at its west end, and the second before the inner portion of the tabernacle.  Rabbinic texts distinguished between the two veils:

1. 
The inner belongs to the heavenly symbolism of the heavenly temple.

2. 
The outer is opened first in order to lead to the inner veil once a year on the Day of the Atonement (Yom Kippur). 
In Jewish symbolism the earthly temple was a copy of a heavenly reality.  This division of the earthly and the heavenly did not symbolize or bring about any sense of dichotomy of the whole cosmos.  There is only one cosmos because the presence of God in both heaven and earth unites the two as one realm where the throne of God is resting.
NEXT WEEK

The High Priest According to the Order of Melchizedek (Heb 6:20)
This is one of the main topics of the Letter to the Hebrews and we shall deal with it next week.
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