Nothing But The Best #27

“Saints in the Hands of an Angry God”

Hebrews 10:26-31


Prophets, in the true biblical sense, were known to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”
 We tend to think of prophets of doing the latter more than the former, but in fact we find a balance of the two in God’s Word.


Throughout the book of Hebrews we have found much to comfort the afflicted. The author speaks of faith, hope, and love, even characterizing this letter as “a word of encouragement.” Yet there are also words that afflict the comfortable, such as Hebrews 6:1-4. Tonight we arrive at another such text. Turn with me to Hebrews 10:26-31,

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the cov-enant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For we know him who said, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,”﻿﻿ and again, “The Lord will judge his people.”﻿﻿ It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God. 
Every now and then the author of Hebrews writes with a sternness nearly without parallel in the New Testament. Few writers have such a sense of the sheer horror of sin.

The final verse reminds me of a sermon by Jonathan Edwards entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Warren Wiersbe observes, “This is probably the most famous, least read, and most criticized sermon ever preached in America. Edwards preached it at Enfield, Massachusetts, on July 8, 1741, and God used it to begin a powerful spiritual awakening in New England.”
 

The response of the audience to this message was unmistakable. The people in that crowded church were moved almost beyond control. One man sprang up, rushed down the aisle and cried, “Mr. Edwards, have mercy!” Others caught hold of the backs of pews lest they should slip into the pit.
 Part of his sermon reads as follows:

“The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect, over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked: his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of nothing else, but to be cast into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight…. 

“And there is no other reason to be given, why you have not dropped into hell since you arose in the morning, but that God’s hand has held you up. There is no other reason to be given why you have not gone to hell, since you have sat here in the house of God, provoking his pure eyes by your sinful wicked manner of attending his solemn worship. Yea, there is nothing else that is to be given as a reason why you do not this very moment drop down into hell. 
“O sinner! consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of the damned in hell….”
 


We might imagine Edwards towering over his audience, thundering his words of hellfire and damnation in a voice that rattled the windows, if not shook the walls. He did not crack a verbal whip, though. Reportedly, he read his sermon in a thin, reedy voice, peering shortsightedly at his manuscript by candlelight.

Later generations have not always been kind to the memory of Jonathan Edwards. They have often depicted him as an inhuman monster, the stereotypical hell-fire and brimstone preacher notable for his fanaticism. In truth, this “monster” was a devoted husband, the proud father of eleven children, and a tireless letter-writer whose favorite words seem to have been love and sweetness.
 He was a warm and sensitive pastor, and he stood on solid biblical ground when he characterized God as an angry Judge. A broader look at his ministry reveals that he also heavily emphasized the grace and love of God. This sermon alone does not give us the full picture of what his preaching was like. Yet Edwards was not reluctant to, at times, preach the unvarnished truth of divine wrath.
 


We’re not hearing much of that these days. We’re more likely to hear (or read) something like this quote I found this past week: “We are no longer sinners in the hands of an angry God. We are saints in the hands of a loving God.”
 Now I realize what these authors are saying—Romans 8:1 states, “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”—yet I also agree with John MacArthur’s words: “We must recapture some of the holy terror that comes with a right understanding of God’s righteous anger. Only those who see themselves as sinners in the hands of an angry God can fully appreciate the magnitude and wonder of His love.”
 


Which brings us back to our text this evening, Hebrews 10:26-31. In order to understand this text, we need to answer three basic questions: 

· Who is being addressed? 

· What are they accused of? 

· Why should they be alarmed?

Who is being addressed?


First, who is being addressed here? As with Hebrews 6:1-4, there is considerable disagreement among Christians as to the answer. There are three possible solutions to this identification:

1. True Christians who subsequently turn away from Christ and are lost. 

2. True Christians who backslide but who are still saved. 

3. Those who profess to be Christians for a while, identify themselves with a local church, but then deliberately turn away from Christ. They were never truly born again, and now they never can be.

The third option is favored by many reputable and able scholars,
 and a unique variation is proposed by Kenneth Wuest, who claims, “this sin could only be committed in the first century while the temple was still standing and only by an unsaved Jew or proselyte to Judaism. In this case, there can be no secondary application to present day circumstances or individuals.”
 As much as I respect these men, I must humbly disagree with their conclusions. I believe this text—indeed the entire letter—was written to born again believers.


For one, the author uses the pronoun “we,” identifying himself with the readers, meaning that this passage is directed toward Christians.
 Secondly, he describes his audience as “we [who] have received the knowledge of the truth,” in verse 26. The Greek term means “full knowledge,” and is used most often in the New Testament in reference to a recognition, even an acknowledgement of the knowledge as truth. Paul uses the same term in 1 Timothy 2:4, and this is the way of salvation.
 Third, the author quotes the Old Testament in verse 30, “The Lord will judge His people.” The phrase “His people” also shows that we are dealing here with Christians.
 M. R. DeHaan goes to great length in his book Studies in Hebrews on this subject, and he is insistent that this is written to Christians.
 
So, you may be wondering, is this text addressed to Christians who turn away from Christ and are lost, or to Christians who backslide but who are still saved? That is a good question…and one addressed in our third question this evening.

What are they accused of?


Before we get to that, though, we need to ask what are they accused of? Verse 26 begins with, “If we deliberately keep on sinning…” The Greek word is hekousios, which means, “voluntarily, of one’s own accord,” as opposed to sins committed from ignorance or weakness.
 One commentator refers to this as “first degree” sin,
 premeditated and intentional. This is not dealing with one particular act of sin, but with an attitude that leads to repeated disobedience.
 Nor is this sin one can stumble into suddenly. It has even been termed “the leukemia of non-commitment,” choosing to live for self behind a Christian veneer and refusing to be delivered from sin’s reign by the past sacrifice and present high priestly ministry of Jesus.
 (Remember the two “since” statements in verses 19-21?) 


The author expands his indictment in verse 29, naming three specific charges:

1. “trampled the Son of God under foot”

2. “treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him”

3. “insulted the Spirit of grace”

What do these mean? Let’s consider each separately. 

First, they were accused of “trampling the Son of God under foot.” The verb 
katapateō appears elsewhere in the New Testament as salt being trampled under people’s feet in Matthew 5:13; pearls trampled on by pigs in Matthew 7:6; and seed that fell on the pathway being walked on in Luke 8:5. When used regarding another human being, the word is a strong expression for disdain; implying not only rejecting Christ but also despising him.
 This means to treat Jesus with the utmost contempt. What we trample under foot we regard as completely worthless. To trample the Son of God under foot implies, within the context of our epistle, the sneering rejection of Jesus as the Son; the callous abandonment of the confession of Jesus as our great High Priest.
 Swindoll calls this “a deliberate, continuous disregard of Christ’s lordship, a consistent spurning of the authority of Christ over my life.”


Second, they were “treating as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him.” Literally, they were treating Jesus’ blood as common, the death of Jesus as just like the death of any other man. This term “common” is the opposite of the word “sanctified,” meaning, “set apart for a special purpose.” That concept often appears in the Bible as “holy”; thus the NIV translates this “an unholy thing.”


Imagine a Christian in the first century, meeting regularly with other believers. In their worship they partake of the Lord’s Supper, the cup representing the New Covenant in the blood of Jesus, shed for the remission of sins. But now the Christian has turned away from the assembly, perhaps even back to the Jewish sacrificial system with its endless animal sacrifices. Jesus’ death becomes just another death. The blood which made it possible for him to enter into the sphere of God’s holiness he treats as common, unholy, thus completely contradicting the profession he had formerly made.


Third, they were “insulting the Spirit of grace.” Another word that applies here is “outraging” the Holy Spirit (things, incidentally, that can only be done to a personal being, not an impersonal force).
 Swindoll describes this as “treating with indifference the pleadings and promptings of the Holy Spirit.”
 But I think it is more serious than that. This willful rejection of grace and light in favor of sin and darkness is a personal insult to the Spirit.
 Philip Hughes identifies this as the “sin unto death” John speaks of 1 John 5:16, what Jesus calls the unforgivable sin of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit in Mark 3:22-30.


These three charges combine to what the author of Hebrews deems “deserting the living God” in Hebrews 3:12, the renunciation of Christianity against which he warned his readers in Hebrews 6:4-8. To have received the knowledge of the truth﻿ and then reject it is to give up the only way of salvation.

This is just the opposite of the exhortation given in Hebrews 10:19–25! Instead of having a bold profession of faith, hope, and love, a backslidden believer so lives that his actions and attitudes bring disgrace to the name of Christ and the church.
 The history of the Church is littered with the debris of the lives of men and women who have made such shipwreck concerning the faith.
 Adam Clarke writes in his classic commentary this is…

…a deliberate apostate—one who has utterly rejected Jesus Christ and his atonement, and renounced the whole Gospel system. It has nothing to do with backsliders in our common use of that term. A man may be overtaken in a fault, or he may deliberately go into sin, and yet neither renounce the Gospel, nor deny the Lord that bought him. His case is dreary and dangerous, but it is not hopeless; no case is hopeless but that of the deliberate apostate, who rejects the whole Gospel system, after having been saved by grace, or convinced of the truth of the Gospel. To him there remaineth no more sacrifice for sin; for there was but the One, Jesus, and this he has utterly rejected.


This is the fourth of the five warnings found in Hebrews, written to believers and follows in sequence with the other warnings. The believer who begins to drift from the Word (2:1-4) will soon start to doubt the Word (3:7-4:13). Soon, he will become dull toward the Word (5:11-6:20) and become “lazy” in his spiritual life. This will result in despising the Word, which is the theme of this warning.
 
Why should they be alarmed?


Finally, why should they be alarmed? What is the exact nature of the punishment? Views differ. Some see it as the judgment of the Lake of Fire for apostates. Others view it as severe chastisement at the hand of God in this life attended by the loss of reward at the Judgment Seat of Christ. In the second instance it could even involve divine permission for Satan to afflict the child of God.
 This depends, of course, on whether we see this as concerning true Christians who subsequently turn away from Christ and are lost, or that these are true Christians who backslide but who are still saved.


Who is right? 


As you might expect, I think they both might be. At least the possibility exists that we are either dealing with the severe chastening of God’s children while on earth and the loss of eternal rewards beyond this life…and either possibility ought to shake us to the core. The picture of saints in the hands of an angry God should wake us up from any spiritual stupor or rebellion.

And it should prompt us to do something now. In the words of Jonathan Edwards,  “The only opportunity of escaping is in this world.” After death there are no more chances.


Speaking of Edwards, I conclude with one last reference to his famous sermon. Christian History Magazine reports,

A few weeks before preaching at Enfield to the accompaniment of the screams of convicted sinners and the joyful weeping of new converts, Edwards had preached virtually the same sermon (we have his manuscript and can see how few amendments were made) to his own flock in Northampton. But his flock responded only, as far as we know, by shaking his hand and saying “fine word, pastor” as they went home to lunch.
 


You see, the comparison is not so much about Jonathan Edwards as with his audience. Who are we—those who took his words seriously or those who shook his hand and said, “Nice sermon, preacher,” as they left church for lunch?
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