Nothing But The Best #2

“The Past Word”

Hebrews 1:1-2:4


Several years ago a series of television commercials followed a similar script though staged in various settings: Two people are talking in a noisy environment, but when one person says, “My financial advisor is E. F. Hutton, and he says…”, everything becomes silent. The narrator’s voice concludes, “When E. F. Hutton talks, people listen.”


The book of Hebrews begins by informing us that someone infinitely greater than E. F. Hutton has also spoken. The first two verses state, “In the past God spoke,” and “in these last days He has spoken.” The question is, are we listening? Isaiah opened his book of prophecy in Isaiah 1:2 with these words, “Hear, O heavens! Listen, O earth! For the Lord has spoken.” A number of years ago my father taught a Sunday school class on the book of Hebrews, which was my first thorough introduction to this book. In the first class session he said to us,

God has spoken to us! We need to stop and focus our attention on that fact. Compared to what God says, nothing else is important! There are many other voices sounding in the world today—fighting for our attention. Some are just plain evil, while others are good right within their own limited field. We must not let any of these other voices drown out the voice of God. When God speaks, we had better listen!


Though we will not complete our study of this passage this evening, let’s read Hebrews 1:1-2:4,

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven. So he became as much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is superior to theirs. 
For to which of the angels did God ever say, “You are my Son; today I have become your Father﻿﻿”﻿? Or again, “I will be his Father, and he will be my Son”﻿﻿? And again, when God brings his firstborn into the world, he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him.” In speaking of the angels he says, “He makes his angels winds, his servants flames of fire.”﻿﻿

But about the Son he says, “Your throne, O God, will last for ever and ever, and righteousness will be the scepter of your kingdom. You have loved righteousness and hated wickedness; therefore God, your God, has set you above your companions by anointing you with the oil of joy.”﻿﻿

He also says, “In the beginning, O Lord, you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. They will perish, but you remain; they will all wear out like a garment. You will roll them up like a robe; like a garment they will be changed. But you remain the same, and your years will never end.”﻿﻿

To which of the angels did God ever say, “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet”﻿﻿? Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation? 

We must pay more careful attention, therefore, to what we have heard, so that we do not drift away. For if the message spoken by angels was binding, and every violation and disobedience received its just punishment, how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will. 

The author wastes no time here. As the Believer’s Bible Commentary puts it,

No other ﻿NT Epistle comes to the point as quickly as this one. Without benefit of salutation or introduction, the writer plunges into his subject. It seems as if he were constrained by a holy impatience to set forth the superlative glories of the Lord Jesus Christ.


Without question, the theme of this first chapter of Hebrews (and, yes, I would have included the first four verses of chapter two in chapter one, if it had been up to me!) is that God has spoken. The author looks back into the past, brings us to the present, and establishes the perfect communication of God for all future time. When G. Campbell Morgan wrote a commentary on the book of Hebrews, he entitled it God’s Last Word to Man.
 While this title could be used for the whole New Testament, it accurate reflects the emphasis of this letter of Hebrews.


This first section of Hebrews, from Hebrews 1:1-2:4, demonstrates Christ as the Supreme Spokesman. We see this in four ways:

· God’s past communiqué 

· God’s present communication

· God’s perfect communicator

· God’s practical caution

We will consider the first point this evening.

God’s Past Communiqué

Verse one begins, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways…” The author begins by looking back into the past, suggesting that God speaking is not a novel concept. 

From the inauguration of time, God has spoken in a variety of ways and means. What was God’s first activity in Genesis 1:1? He created the heavens and the earth. How did He accomplish this? He spoke into existence the universe and everything in it. All that exists came about because God spoke. Morgan writes, “We cannot read the first sentence in Hebrews without being inevitably reminded of the first phrase in Genesis, ‘In the beginning God.’”

Thus, though Hebrews does not specifically refer to it, God’s past communiqué was first represented by nature. Romans 1:19-20 informs us, 

What may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made…


In this passage Paul echoes the earlier truth of Psalms 19:1-4, 

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.


Nature’s testimony of God’s existence is so powerful that twice in the book of Psalms we read, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 14:1; 53:1), implying, “Only an idiot can look around at nature and think that God does not exist!”


Once an atheist was loudly complaining that society recognized a number of religious holidays, but had no special day for atheists. Finally one person spoke up and said, “Sir, I must disagree with you. Atheists do have a holiday on the calendar.” The atheist growled, “Oh, yeah? When is that?” The man smiled and replied, “April first, since ‘the fool has said in his heart, “There is no God.”’”


Scholars often refer to nature as general revelation, distinguished from the special revelation of the Scriptures. Both are necessary. You see, nature tells us that God is, but cannot tell us what God is.
 For this, God had to speak directly to mankind.


Second, God’s past communiqué was recorded by the prophets. While the final book of the Bible is called “Revelation,” all of Scripture falls under the category of divine revelation, described by one writer as “an activity of the invisible, living God making known to finite and sinful people His creative power, moral standards, and gracious redemptive plan.”


Another word often used in this regard is inspiration, coming from 2 Timothy 3:16, worded in the King James Version, “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God…” or, more literally, “All Scripture is God-breathed…” The Bible is the product of God’s breath (or Spirit) just as our words are the product of our breath. 


How this took place is seen in the picturesque words of 2 Peter 1:21, “Men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit,” or, as the Contemporary English Version renders it, “The prophets did not think these things up on their own, but they were guided by the Spirit of God.”  John MacArthur explains,

The Bible is not the product of human effort. The prophets [were] “moved by the Holy Spirit.” Grammatically, this means that they were continually carried along by the Spirit of God. The Holy Spirit thus is the divine author and originator, the producer of the Scriptures. In the Old Testament alone, the human writers refer to their writings as the words of God [i.e., “Thus saith the Lord”] over 3800 times. Though the human writers of Scripture were active rather than passive in the process of writing Scripture, the Holy Spirit superintended them so that, using their own individual personalities, thought processes, and vocabulary, they composed and recorded without error the exact words God wanted written.
 

Once again, we come back to the “words” of God, implying that God has spoken. Speaking has been called “the vehicle of fellowship.” The fact that God speaks shows that He wants to have fellowship with us. It also demonstrates that He considers us capable of understanding what He has to say.
 As Warren Wiersbe writes, “The Word of God was written to common people, not to theological professors. The writers assumed that common people could read it, understand it, and apply it, led by the same Holy Spirit who inspired it.”
 God used ordinary people speaking ordinary words so that ordinary people could understand who He is, what He does, and what He wants us to do!

There is a phrase in verse one that is very significant but can be easily glossed over: “in various ways.” I always interpreted that to mean that God used a diversity of methods in revealing His truth to the prophets of old: sometimes it came as commands, sometimes as historical accounts, other times as poems or parables. Many times the word of the Lord was presented orally, sometimes in writing. Occasionally the prophet was given a vision or dream, and sometimes the message came in highly symbolic language that is difficult for us to interpret. But there is more to it than that.


These revelations from God to men were done “piecemeal,” to borrow the term from John Stott, as contrasted with the final, complete, and absolute nature of God’s revelation to man by His Son.
 One book states, “The prophets were divinely inspired spokesmen for God…yet their ministry was partial and fragmentary. To each one was committed a certain measure of revelation, but in every case it was incomplete… The truth [was] doled out to them in installments… God’s former revelations to the Jewish people were preliminary, progressive, and various in the manner of presentation.”
 The Old Testament, while completely inspired, was incomplete. 


The phrase “progressive revelation” is often used but not often defined. Unless we understand what it means (and does not mean) we may have confusing or even wrong ideas about God’s Word. F. F. Bruce explains this concept,

Divine revelation is thus seen to be progressive—but the progression is not from the less true to the more true, from the less worthy to the more worthy, or from the less mature to the more mature. How could it be so when it is one and the same God who is revealed throughout? Human conceptions of God may change, but the evolution of the idea of God is quite a different thing from the progress of divine revelation. The progression is one from promise to fulfilment.


Some Christians think (because they’ve been taught) that the Old Testament and the New Testament oppose each other, as two distinct ways by which God deals with mankind. They envision the Old Testament “law” competing against the New Testament “grace” in a race to save men’s souls. Nothing could be further from the truth!


Think of it this way: Just as children are first taught letters, then words, and then sentences, so God gave His revelation to mankind. It began with the “﻿picture book﻿” of types and ceremonies and prophecies in the Old Testament, progressing to the final and complete revelation of God in Jesus Christ in the New Testament.
 

This idea in Hebrews is made more explicit by the verb tenses found in the first two verses. The first tense used (“spoke”) indicates a progressive past, a process that continued over a period of time, through the prophets. The second tense (“has spoken”) indicates that the process is finished, completed, not to continue. The process of revelation is perfected in a Son. The old revelation went on and on, incomplete and growing; the new revelation is completed, finished, sufficient, never to be added to.

One final thought about God’s past communiqué is that it was resounded by angels. This is found in Hebrews 2:2, where we read of “the message spoken by angels.” What does this mean? Is the author referring to specific messages delivered by angels (such as Gabriel), or does he mean something more? 

In this case the author of Hebrews is referring to the Mosaic Law given on Mount Sinai. The Jewish rabbis between the Testaments taught that the Law was God’s greatest gift to mankind. There is nothing specific in the Hebrew Scriptures about angels being involved in the giving of the Law. Deuteronomy 33:2 does say, “The Lord came from Sinai and dawned over them from Seir; he shone forth from Mount Paran. He came with myriads of holy ones from the south, from his mountain slopes,” but the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) reads that when the Lord came from Sinai, “at his right hand were angels with him.” The rabbis, along with Jewish historian Josephus, taught that angels were instrumental in the giving of the Law.

This thought is echoed twice in the New Testament. Stephen, on trial before the Sanhedrin, confronted the Jewish leaders in Acts 7:53, “You who have received the law that was put into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.” Later Paul, who probably heard Stephen’s words personally, wrote in Galatians 3:19, “The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator.” Notice that both of these texts say the Law was put into effect “through angels,” not “by angels.” The writer of Hebrews is not saying that the angels wrote the Law, for he clearly accepts God as its author.


This first chapter of Hebrews deals extensively with angels as they relate to Christ (which we will consider in later studies). The Jews attached special importance to the ministry of angels in their history—sometimes too much importance. (Remember how John tried to fall down and worship an angel, not once but twice?) Paul had to combat angel worship in the church at Colossae, and throughout history people have tended to elevate angels to a higher position than God intended. Hebrews acknowledges the rightful place of angels without putting them on an improper pedestal.


Thus the author of Hebrews describes God’s past communiqué: “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways.” We have seen that, before Christ, God’s revelation to mankind was represented by nature, recorded by the prophets, and resounded by angels. We should not take this to be derogatory toward the Old Testament Scriptures. While it is true that Hebrews shows Christ to be the Supreme Spokesman—greater than nature, prophets, or angels—we should never make the mistake of thinking that the Old Testament and New Testament are somehow opposed to each other. The Old and New Testaments comprise one book written by one Author with one message. In both cases God has spoken. The words spoken carry weight according to the position, veracity, power, and wisdom of the speaker. The fact that God speaks means that we must listen.
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