Nothing But The Best #28

“Measuring Our Spiritual Height”

Hebrews 10:32-39

How tall are you? Spiritually?

“Now, wait a minute!” you might respond. “What’s height got to do with my spiritual life?”

Strictly speaking, nothing. We are not “tall” or “short” spiritually, but the Bible does speak of those who are “growing” spiritually as well as those who are “shrinking” spiritually. Our text for this evening—Hebrews 10:32-39—refer to both. And there is a sure fire way to measure whether we are growing or shrinking spiritually. How? Watch how you respond to testing. Every time a test comes into our lives, the measuring rod is brought down to the top of our spiritual lives and God gives us a checkup. We’re able to read it for ourselves. We’re able to see if we are indeed maturing or not, whether we are growing or shrinking. It all boils down to how we respond to testing.

The Reality of Persecution


The author begins in verses 32-34 with the reality of persecution.

Remember those earlier days after you had received the light, when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering. Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You sympathized with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions.


In the original Greek, this paragraph begins with the word, “but.” I’m not sure why some English translations omit this word because it is present. It serves to show a change in the mind of the author, who does not classify his readers among those who turn away from their Christian profession.
 It is similar to his words in Hebrews 6:9-10 following the equally strong warning in Hebrews 6:4-8, “Even though we speak like this, dear friends, we are confident of better things in your case—things that accompany salvation.” These are words of encouragement and confirmation. He did not expect them to fall into the hands of the living God!


He calls his readers to remember—in fact, the Greek could be translated, “Keep on reminding yourselves.”
 What were they to remember? “Those earlier days…when you stood your ground in a great contest in the face of suffering.”

From the start these Jewish Christians would have faced persecution of some kind. The phrase “after you had received the light” is rendered “enlightened” in other versions, and this speaks of their conversion to Christ.
 The original word translated “contest” or “conflict” is the Greek root from which we get “athletics” or “athlete.”
 It became widely used of the Christian as a spiritual athlete and points to the strenuous nature of Christian service. On this occasion, the athletic performance had been elicited by a period of suffering they had steadfastly endured.
 They knew what it was like to experience hard times simply because of their faith in Christ!


Most of us have not experienced that in our own lives. Oh, sometimes we’re persecuted, but it’s usually more for stupidity’s sake than for righteousness’ sake! Yet from the outset those who followed Christ were told to expect difficulty and problems. Jesus told His disciples in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”  Notice He said, “You will have trouble”—not, “You may have trouble,” but “You will have trouble.” The early Church taught this, as seen in Acts 14:22, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.” Peter even goes so far as to write in 1 Peter 4:12, “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.” Nowadays if we have the slightest difficulty we wondering, “Why me, God?” or “Where is God in all this?”


The Bible is not talking about common afflictions that come from growing older or living in a sin-cursed world, nor it is referring to those unpleasant consequences we bring upon ourselves by our own poor choices. No, this is the suffering that comes because we are Christians—because we have done things right, not because we have done something wrong.


Four types of suffering are outlined in verses 33-34. The first is called “insults,” or the verbal abuse we are subjected to because of our faith.
 We may be inclined to snap back with a witty comeback, but Jesus said in Matthew 5:11-12, “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”

The second is called “persecution,” the same Greek word Jesus used in John 16:33 rendered “trouble.” This carries the connotation of actual injury to ourselves, more than just verbal threats or insults. The King James Version couples these first two under the phrase, “You were made a gazingstock” (the niv translates this “publicly exposed”). The English term “theater” is based upon this Greek term. The Christians were viewed as foolish clowns on the stage of life.
 (Have you ever been made to feel that way by those around you because of your faith? Don’t be surprised!)


The third type of suffering is more indirect—standing side by side by fellow believers who were so treated. It’s always harder to watch someone else suffer than for us to suffer ourselves. But they willingly associated themselves with other suffering saints. They became “companions” (koinōnoi, from the Greek koinōnia, meaning “fellowship”), sharing in the suffering for Christ.
 This called both for true courage and for true love, because it meant maintaining their witness in the face of public derision and humiliation. Only genuine love of Christ makes it possible willingly to suffer such open shame. Only genuine love of one’s brethren in Christ makes it possible to stand boldly in order to support and encourage them in the hour of their trial.


The fourth type of suffering was the confiscation of property. Their possessions and their rights had been snatched from them either by the civil authorities or by their own kinsfolk.
 When a Jew became a Christian, his family would break all ties with him, his property was fair game for anyone to steal (since no one would come to his defense), and he had virtually no legal standing in the community, either. (This is also true today in nations where Christianity is not allowed…and it may be coming soon to our own nation as well!)


At this point the Christians were not being put to death—likely the meaning of Hebrews 12:4, “In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.” Up to now being a Christian was not a matter of life or death, though in a few years it would be, after the great fire of Rome in a.d. 64 was blamed on the Christians and the faith was outlawed. But they were facing real problems nonetheless at the hands of unbelievers around them.

The same can be said throughout our world today, and even in America, times are changing. We should not be surprised to see the reality of persecution—in its various forms—touch our lives and those we love.

The Response of Persistence


Since we cannot avoid persecution, how are we to react to it? The response of persistence is seen in the words, “stood your ground.” We are not to give in to the pressure of persecution, but rather stand against in with persistence. J. B. Phillips gives a refreshing rendering of James 1:2-4,

When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd into your lives my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends! Realise that they come to test your faith and to produce in you the quality of endurance. But let the process go on until that endurance is fully developed, and you will find you have become men of mature character with the right sort of independence.


James tells us that the testing of our faith produces endurance (Greek hupomeno). If we let the process go on, we will grow up.
 Remember the opening question: “How tall are you spiritually?” This is how we measure our spiritual growth or the lack thereof, by how we respond when we are tested. My dad used to say, “You can tell what someone is filled with by what spills out when they’re bumped.” There’s a lot of truth to that!


The author challenges his readers in verse 35, “So do not throw away your confidence; it will be richly rewarded.” After all they’ve been through already, to throw away their confidence in Christ would not make sense.
 The author says, in effect, “Don’t doubt in the dark what God told you in the light!’
 Just because circumstances change in our lives does not mean that God has changed. He will keep His Word; we can count on that!


In fact, the author points to God’s Word in verses 37-38,

For in just a very little while, “He who is coming will come and will not delay. But my righteous one will live by faith. And if he shrinks back, I will not be pleased with him.”


This is a quotation of Habakkuk 2:4, about which Warren Wiersbe writes,

We cannot overestimate or overstate the impor​tance of this verse. If you were to ask me what one of the most important verses in the Old Testament is, I would say Habakkuk 2:4. This verse is so impor​tant that it is quoted and explained in three books in the New Testament.

You’ll find it in Romans 1:17 where the theme of the book is the just. How can a sinner be justified before God? This verse is quoted in Galatians 3:11 where the theme of the book is how the just shall live. If you want to know what it means to live by the grace of God, you should read Galatians: It’s quoted in Hebrews 10:38 where the theme of the book is by faith. And so this little statement “The just shall live by his faith” is amplified in three books in the New Testament: Romans talks about the just, Galatians talks about how they shall live, and Hebrews explains the little phrase “by faith.”


In addition to the fact that this is the third occasion this verse is quoted in the New Testament, it is appropriate in the fact that Habakkuk in his day confronted a situation of national emergency and of severe testing for the people of God. Within the land of Judah violence and injustice prevailed, and from outside there was the threat of Babylonian assault and conquest.
 Like the audience of the book of Hebrews, the people in the days of Habakkuk were between a rock and a hard place! Habakkuk himself was befuddled as to what God was doing and why. To him—and to us—the answer is rather simple: “The just shall live by faith.” Put another way, “the faithful man is preserved by his trust in God.”
 We migth read it, “the just shall persevere (or “hang on”) by faith.”


As with other Old Testament quotations in this book, substantial differences appear between the book of Hebrews and the original citation. Once again the author of Hebrews favors the Septuagint wording, replacing “it” in Hebrew rendition with “he” in the Greek language. 


In the years between the Old and New Testaments, the Jewish rabbis interpreted the passage in Habakkuk as Messianic. They read the latter half of Habakkuk 2:3 as, “If he seems late, wait patiently for him; for he will surely come and he will not delay.”
 They were looking for the appearance of the Promised One; as Christians we long for Christ’s return. I like the way William Barclay put it: 

We need the memory of the end. The writer to the Hebrews makes a quotation from ﻿Habakkuk 2:3﻿. The prophet tells his people that if they hold fast to their loyalty, God will see them through their present situation. The victory comes only to the man who holds on.


I know that sounds strange: “Remember the end!” How can we remember that which hasn’t taken place yet? By faith! We are so convinced that what God promised will happen that it is as though it already has! We just need to hang on tight…which is really what persistence is all about.

The Reward of Perseverance


Verses 36 and 38 reveal the reward of perseverance. Verse 36 states, “You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised.” True Christian confidence has a great reward, so that to throw away our confidence by abandoning the struggle is also to throw away our reward. That reward is described in the Bible as the incomparable glory which awaits all who are faithful to the end (Romans 8:18), the imperishable inheritance prepared for God’s redeemed people (1 Peter 1:4), the crown of righteousness which the Lord will bestow on all who love his appearing (2 Timothy 4:8).


Some Christians do not like the concept of rewards for the believer, as though that somehow cheapens one’s faith and obedience. The New Testament does not reject the notion that Christians will receive rewards, though it is never depicted as the prime motive for serving God.


We usually think of our rewards as heavenly and eternal—and certainly we will receive such rewards—but there is another sense in which these rewards are earthly and daily as well.
 To “receive what is promised” includes the peace and joy that is ours through the Holy Spirit as we continue to live by faith.
 Then, when our days on earth are done, we will enjoy an eternal reward in heaven that will never pass away.


The author concludes this section with a final word of encouragement in verse 39, 

“But we are not of those who shrink back and are destroyed, but of those who believe and are saved.” He had introduced the idea of “shrinking back” in the Habakkuk quotation, in which the Lord says, “And if he shrinks back, I will not be pleased with him.” The Greek word for “shrink back” is hupostelo, meaning “to retreat,” “to find a way out.”
 It sounds a lot like to Greek word hupomeno meaning endurance, and I am certain the author used this play on words intentionally.


At first glance, this verse seems to be contrasting those who are saved and those who are lost, rekindling that same discussion as last week—are we dealing with matters of eternal salvation or damnation, or something else? Wiersbe comments, 

The believer who lives by faith will “go on to perfection” (Heb. 6:1). But the believer who lives by sight will “draw back unto perdition” (Heb. 10:39). What is “perdition” in this context? The Greek word translated “perdition” is used about twenty times in the New Testament and is translated by different words: “perish” (Acts 8:20), “die” (Acts 25:16), “destruction” (Rom. 9:22), and “waste” (Matt. 26:8). The word can mean eternal judgment, but it need not in every instance. I personally believe that “waste” is the best translation for this word in Hebrews 10:39. A believer who does not walk by faith goes back into the old ways and wastes his life. 

“The saving of the soul” is the opposite of “waste.” To walk by faith means to obey God’s Word and live for Jesus Christ. We lose our lives for His sake—but we save them! (see Matt. 16:25–27) In my own pastoral ministry, I have met people who turned their backs on God’s will and (like Israel) spent years “wandering in the wilderness” of waste.


Whether or not we are dealing with Christians who could leave their salvation or those who were never saved to begin with, it is possible for Christians to waste their lives on earth and have nothing to show for it in heaven. How much better to “do God’s will” during our time on earth, which will bring us temporary rewards in joy and peace and eternal rewards in heaven!


Returning to our opening question: How tall are you spiritually? The only way we can tell is to see how we respond to testing. When the going gets tough, do we rise to the occasion or do we shrink back in faithlessness? Times will get tough…and as we get closer to the end, they will get a lot tougher! How will we respond?


Don’t wait until the big test to see how you measure up! Use the day-to-day tests as opportunities to exercise your trust in the Lord. Remember Habakkuk’s words: “The just shall live by faith.”
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