Nothing But The Best #20

“Our Anchor Against Apostasy”

Hebrews 6:13-20


When I was growing up, I had a fascination with small, short, or otherwise obscure things. For example, I remember as a young boy riding in the car, looking down crossroads for dead-end streets. My favorite baseball team growing up was the Seattle Pilots, who were a team only one year before moving to Milwaukee and becoming the Brewers. Even as my attention was drawn toward the Scripture, I remember being captivated by the short and often overlooked books of the Bible, such as the Minor Prophets of the Old Testament and the one-chapter, “postcards” of the New Testament.


During my growing up years, my favorite state was Rhode Island, because it was the smallest. For years I wanted to visit there, something Tammy and I accomplished a decade ago. While “Little Rhody” doesn’t hold the same allurement it once held over me, I do like their state flag more than any other. 
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This flag reminds me of one of my favorite verses of Scripture, Hebrews 6:19, “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” Our hope in Jesus Christ provides us an anchor for the soul. What is the purpose of an anchor? When a ship encounters rough seas, it drops the anchor to keep it in place, so that it does not drift off course or smash into the shore. So our Christian hope keeps our faith in place when we encounter the storms of life, so that we do not drift away or be demolished.

In our last study we considered a strong warning against apostasy—a willful rejection of Christ from which there is no return. Paul uses the word “shipwreck” in 1 Timothy 1:19 to describe those who reject the truth and have “shipwrecked their faith.” The author of Hebrews states that it is impossible for those to be brought back to repentance, since their hearts become hardened so that they will not return. Yet we closed our study with encouraging words that the author was confident his readers would not end up as spiritual shipwrecks.

What we need is an anchor against apostasy. This is seen in our text this evening, Hebrews 6:13-20,

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 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. 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. 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. 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. 


Apostasy—the deliberate, willful turning away from God—does not happen at once or suddenly. While the act itself is done at a specific point in time, contributing factors lead up to the final decision. The main contributing factor is doubt, about which Chuck Swindoll writes, 

Doubts often steal into our lives like termites into a house. These termite-like thoughts eat away at our faith. Usually, we can hold up pretty well under this attack. But occasionally, when a strong gale comes along—a sudden, intense blast—we discover we cannot cope. Our house begins to lean. For some people it completely collapses. It is during these stormy times, during the dark days and nights of tragedy and calamity, that we begin to feel the destructive effects of our doubts—running like stress frac​tures through the structure of our lives.


These doubts often occur when a) when God says “no” when we want Him to say “yes”; b) when God says “yes” when we want Him to say “no”; and c) when God says “wait” when we want it now.


The author of Hebrews gave his personal assurance that his audience would not be counted among the apostates, but would persevere to the end. In this passage he gives the basis for his confidence, and it may not have been what his readers (or we) expected!

Communication of God’s Promise

Verses 13-15 refer to the communication of God’s promise. Exhibit A is Abraham who is a favorite example to this writer, mentioned ten times in this letter. Why him? To the Hebrews, he was the father of their nation (literally as well as figuratively). There was no greater hero to them than Abraham—not even Moses. Jesus, Peter, Paul, and James also use Abraham as an illustration, particularly when speaking to Jews.

But the reason is not just nationalistic. Abraham is the supreme example of one who continued to trust God and obey him even though the circumstances were adverse and gave little support to faith. The New Testament often speaks of God’s promise in connection with this man. His greatness and the frequency with which God’s promise was linked with his name made him a natural example for the author.

The promise communicated is quoted from Genesis 22, in the context of Abraham offering up Isaac in obedience to the command of God. The author of Hebrews points out in that Abraham “waited patiently”—the exact opposite of “slothful” in verse twelve
—and we know from Genesis that Abraham had waited twenty-five years from when God had first promised a son until Isaac was born. But it was this test of faith when God told Abraham to sacrifice that child of the promise that fully demonstrated Abraham’s trust in God. When he passed that test, God communicated the promise once again.

Hebrews 6:14 records God’s words, “I will surely bless you and give you many descendants.”﻿﻿ In the original language God repeats the verbs, so the literal translation would read, “Blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will multiply you.”
 When God promises, He doesn’t skimp; He goes all out!

What was Abraham’s response to God’s promise? Paul writes in Romans 4:18, “Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed…” The New American Standard Bible renders this, “In hope against hope he believed…” while the New Living Translation puts it this way: “Even when there was no reason for hope, Abraham kept hoping…” Despite all appearances to the contrary, his confidence in God’s word remained unshaken.

It is important to note that the promise applies not only to Abraham but to his “heirs.” What is true for Abraham is true also for his descendents. The word “heirs” here is a comprehensive term for the true children of Abraham and is not exclusively a reference to his physical descendents, the nation of Israel. Jesus, when addressing Jews who claimed to be Abraham’s children, said in John 8:39, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would do what Abraham did.” Paul, in writing to the Romans, referred to “those who share the faith of Abraham, for he is the father of us all” in Romans 4:16.
 Paul also wrote in Galatians 3:7, “The real children of Abraham, then, are those who put their faith in God”, and summarized his argument in verses 26-29,

For you are all children of God through faith in Christ Jesus. And all who have been united with Christ in baptism have put on the character of Christ, like putting on new clothes. There is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus. And now that you belong to Christ, you are the true children of Abraham. You are his heirs, and God’s promise to Abraham belongs to you [nlt].

Confirmation of God’s Promise

God not only communicated His promise to Abraham, He also confirmed that promise in a special way. We get a hint of this in the opening verses of our text—“God swore by Himself”—and the author explains it in verses 16-17,

Men swear by someone greater than themselves, and the oath confirms what is said and puts an end to all argument. 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. 

Though it does not appear in this text, the word “covenant” is an important term in Scripture. (We will see it used extensively in Hebrews 8-9.) In my study I discovered a helpful description of biblical covenants that I found helpful in understanding this text:

Promises are given without their being covenants. Some promises are subsequently confirmed by an oath and then are called covenants. Hence a covenant is basically an oath-bound promissory relation. 

For such reasons I do not consider it legitimate to speak of a covenant of creation, an Edenic Covenant, an Adamic Covenant, a covenant of works, or a covenant of redemption as has been done by many in the past. Covenanting involved a unique oath-taking arrangement, and the term may not be imposed where Scripture does not itself do so or provide the precise elements that warrant it.

The Abrahamic Covenant, often called the covenant of grace, is an everlasting covenant. It continues through the rest of history, was adapted to the post-Sinaitic situation of the theocratic nation, and was eventually fulfilled in the blood of Christ, the New Covenant predicted by Jeremiah 31. This is the covenant of grace in which God still embraces believers and their children, as we shall see later in this chapter. It was not the introduction of a new dispensational test.

The triple promise given Abraham in Genesis 12 and later confirmed by oath in chapters 15 and 17 was unconditional. Within the covenant, faithfulness was required of Abraham and his descendants. God’s keeping the covenant promises to Abraham was not conditioned on such covenant keeping, however; again and again in the face of human covenantal unfaithfulness God initiated new action to keep the promises graciously given to Abraham. When God renewed his covenant with Isaac, Jacob, and later descendants, the condition of obedience was crucial to their inheritance of Abraham’s blessings. In spite of a history of covenantal faithlessness on the part of Abraham’s descendants, God kept his unconditional promises to Abraham, as subsequent biblical accounts indicate. Unbelief, covenantal faithlessness, led to the exclusion of such persons from covenant blessing, but the Abrahamic Covenant carried on, always faithfully kept and fulfilled by the covenanting God himself.

Many promises in Scripture are conditional—dependent upon the actions of the recipient to be fulfilled. But covenants are unconditional, dependent only upon the one who made the promise. Such is the covenant of grace, though with this unconditional promise are conditions that individuals must meet in order to participate in the benefits.

Verse 17 begins, “Because God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear…” The Greek word translated “wanted” is a strong one—boulomai—rather than the weaker thelein. The first term refers to a desire based on the intellect as opposed to a desire that arises from the emotions.
 God’s intention is more than an inclination or wish; it is a definite resolve.

So why would God swear by an oath? Not because His word could not be trusted, but because we have a hard time trusting. Philip Hughes comments, “God’s oath, indeed, though in itself redundant since his word is absolute truth, is a condescension to human frailty.”
 He “helps our unbelief” by confirming His word with an oath.

There is no greater confirmation to a promise than God’s unchanging nature. He states simply in Malachi 3:6, “I the Lord do not change.” We read in Numbers 23:19, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” Hebrews 13:8 says, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” 

You see, in a promise, we look at the words; in an oath, we look at who and what the promiser is!
 A. W. Tozer adds,

A promise—any promise—is nothing in and of itself. The value of the promise depends on the character of the one who makes it. We know only too well the history of men and women. They make promises and covenants, but often those promises and covenants are broken. They are not kept… All the promises of God rest completely upon His character… What God is today He will be tomorrow. And all that God does will always be in accord with all that God is!


There is no risk involved in trusting God’s promise. His word is the surest thing there is. Any promise of God is as certain of fulfillment as if it had already taken place.

Confidence in God’s Promise


Because this is true we can have confidence in God’s promise. In this text the author of Hebrews provides three word pictures of our confidence. In verse 18 we read, “we who have fled to take hold of the hope offered to us may be greatly encouraged.” I agree with Francis Schaeffer who saw a parallel here to the Old Testament concept of the cities of refuge, described in Numbers 35 and Joshua 20.
 He writes concerning them,

First, they were in central places on both sides of the Jordan, so they were easy to reach from any place in the country. God expressly commanded that roads were to be made to these cities (Deut. 19:3). From nonbiblical sources we can add some further detail about the highways. They were carefully repaired every spring, after the rains and bad weather of winter. Further, bridges were built where needed so that a man did not have to run down into a ravine but could go straight across, taking the shortest possible route to the city. At every crossroad were special signs which said, “Refuge!” and pointed in the direction of the city. They had to be large enough so that a man running hard could easily read them. Second, the cities of refuge were open to all—to the Israelite, the stranger, and sojourner. Third, the great doors of these cities were never locked. We can see why. Otherwise a man might die while beating on the door. Fourth, these sources also tell us that each city of refuge was stocked with food. It was a sufficient refuge, then, not only providing legal protection, but also meeting a man’s needs once he was inside. Fifth, we know from the Bible itself, of course, that if a killer did not flee to a city of refuge there was no help for him.

The similarities between the cities of refuge and Christ, our refuge, are striking. We can compare them point for point. First, Christ is easy to reach. We may cast ourselves upon Christ at any time, in any place. The Church is to be the teller of this good news. The Church is to cry, “Refuge! Refuge!” to the lost world. Second, Christ is open to all—the Jew and the Gentile, to all people. Third, Christ never locks His gates. There is no need to wake Him. He is infinite; He is God; He is never asleep. We do not have to beat upon the door and die because He does not open it. Fourth, Christ is a totally sufficient refuge. Christ’s death in space-time history is completely adequate to meet our need for refuge from the true moral guilt which we have. It is final because of who He is. Fifth, if we do not flee to the refuge which God has given to us at such a great price, there is no help for us.

The second picture is my favorite image in the Bible, “We have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure.” Unlike the popular concept of “hope” as little more than wishful thinking, our hope is centered in Christ, and so firm that it is described as “sure and steadfast.” 
 Wuest explains that the original Greek means “something which cannot be made to totter nor break down when put under stress and strain.”

The anchor was a popular symbol in the early church. At least sixty-six pictures of anchors have been found in the catacombs.
 Yet this is the only reference in Scripture to an anchor as a symbol of our hope!

We think of an anchor as something that keeps a ship from moving in the water, as in dropping anchor during a storm. But there is another use of the anchor from the ancient world that illustrates our Christian hope:

The picture is that of an ancient sailing vessel finding its way through the narrow entrance to a harbor. This was one of the trickiest maneuvers the captain of a ship had to make. As his ship moved through the opening, he had to guard against a gust of wind running it onto a reef or a sandbar. The skeleton of many a ship could be seen on the rocks, giving testimony to the fact that its captain had failed his navigation test.
To minimize the risk, the olden-day skipper would lower the ship’s anchor into a smaller boat, which would then be rowed through the narrow entrance of the harbor. The anchor would then be dropped and this ship, with sails down, would be pulled past the obstacles, through the narrow opening and into the safety of the harbor.

Not only does our hope ground us during the storms of life, but it also guides us through the rocky reefs that threaten to shipwreck our faith!

The third image is found in the phrase at the end of verse 19, “It enters the inner sanctuary behind the curtain…” This is a reference to the Holy of Holies, the chamber in both the Tabernacle and the Temple that housed the glory of God’s presence. The curtain (or “veil”) separated mankind from the glory of God, except for one day a year (the Day of Atonement) when the high priest entered to offer the blood of the sacrifice for the sins of the people. For anyone else to enter the Holy of Holies meant certain death. But hope can enter it, says the author, because Christ opened the way by His death on the cross. The curtain of the Temple was torn in two when Jesus died, symbolizing our access into the very presence of God.
 Verse 20 concludes the thought, once again comparing Christ with Melchizedek, a theme mentioned before and about to be expanded upon hereafter.

As we wrap this up, let’s reflect again on the example of Abraham and apply this to our own lives. Abraham had to be patient if he was to see anything in the way of fulfillment. He was patient and he did see it. So we are encouraged to be patient and await God’s action. He does not go back on his promises. He is completely reliable.
 But we must hold on to our hope. I like how M. R. DeHaan put it: “The possession of God’s promise to Abraham depended on God’s faithfulness. The enjoyment and assurance of the promise rested upon Abraham’s faithfulness.”
 Hope needs tenacity to retain; it does not simply happen.
 We Christians today have more of God’s promises than did Abraham! What is keeping us from making spiritual progress? We do not apply ourselves by faith. The believer who neglects church fellowship, ignores his Bible, and forgets to pray is not going to reap much of a harvest.

Perhaps you are struggling with doubts yourself. Maybe you are wrestling with disappointment, thinking that God would answer your prayers one way and He seems to be saying the opposite. What do you do then?

I like Swindoll’s advice,

When the bottom drops out of your life, when hope starts to wear thin, when human logic fails to make much sense, rather than thinking logi​cally, think theologically! Go back and read Hebrews 6:17-18. The theological facts are: (1) there is an unchangeable purpose with God, and (2) that purpose is guaranteed with an oath.
Let me give you a syllogism—a theological syllogism:

God is in control of the times and seasons.

Some times are hard, and some seasons are dry.
God is in control of hard times and dry seasons.
We are quick to give God praise when the blessings flow: when the checking account is full and running over; when the job is secure, and a promotion is on the horizon; when the salary is good; when our health is fine. But we have a tough time believing when those things aren’t true.

When you find yourself dealing with doubt, let me give you three things to remember. First, God cannot lie. He can test, and He will. He can say no, and He sometimes will; He can say yes, and He will; He can say wait, and occasionally He will—but God cannot lie. He must keep His word. Doubt says, “You fool, you’re stupid to believe in a God who puts you through this.” By faith, keep remembering that God cannot lie.
Here’s the second piece of advice that helps me: We will not lose. Doubt says, “You lose if you trust God through this. You lose.” If I read anything in this whole section of Hebrews 6, I read that in the mysterious manner of God’s own timing, for some unexplainable and yet unchangeable purpose, those of us who trust Him ulti​mately win—because God ultimately wins.
Third—and I guess it’s the best of all—is that our Lord Jesus does not leave. To quote a verse from Scripture, He “sticks closer than a brother” (Proverbs 18:24). …Jesus has entered as a forerunner for us, having become a high priest forever… (Hebrews 6:20). That means He is there at any time…and always.

Do you have that kind of an anchor for the soul, firm and secure? Has your hope in God taken a hit recently? Remind yourself of the truth of God’s Word and the fact that God does not change. Let that hope serve as your anchor, guarding against the storms and guiding through the rocky reefs of life that could shipwreck our faith.
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