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Hebrews 12:3, 4

Chapter 85 - A Call to Steadfastness

At first sight it is not easy to trace the thread which unites the
passage that was last before us and the verses which are now to
engage our attention: there appears to be no direct connection
between the opening verses of Hebrews 12 and those which follow.
But a closer examination of them shows they are intimately related:
in verses 3, 4 the apostle completes the exhortation with which the
chapter opens. In verse 1 the apostle borrowed a figure from the
Grecian Games, namely, the marathon race, and now in verse 4 he
refers to another part of those games—the contest between the
gladiators in the arena. Second, he had specified the principal grace
required for the Christian race, namely, "Patience" or perseverance;
so now in verse 3 he is urging them against faintness of mind or
impatience. Third, he had enforced his exhortation by bidding the
saints to "look unto Jesus" their great Exemplar; so here he calls on
them to "consider Him" and emulate His steadfastness.

Yet, the verses which are now before us are not a mere
repetition of those immediately preceding: rather do they present
another, though closely related aspect of the Christian life or "race."
In verse 1 the racers are bidden to "lay aside every weight," and in
verse 3 it is the "contradiction of sinners" which has to be endured:
the former, are hindrances which proceed more from within; the
latter, are obstacles which are encountered from without. In the
former case, it is the evil solicitations of the flesh which would have
to be resisted; in the other, it is the persecutions of the world which
have to be endured. In verse 1 it is "the sin which doth so easily
beset" or "encircle us"—inward depravity—which must be "laid
aside"; in verse 4 it is martyrdom which must be prepared for, lest
we yield to the "sin" of apostasy.

Now the secret of success, the way to victory, is the same in
either case. To enable us to "lay aside" all that hinders from within,
there has to be a trustful "looking unto Jesus," and to enable us to
"endure" the oppositions encountered from without and to "strive"



against inconstancy and wavering in our profession, we must
thoughtfully "consider Him" who was hounded and persecuted as
none other ever was. As the incentive to self-denial we are to be
occupied with our great Leader, and remember how much He "laid
aside" for us—He who was rich for our sakes became poor; He who
was "in the form of God" divested Himself of His robes of glory and
took upon Him "the form of a servant." We are not called on to do
something which He did not He vacated the throne and took up His
cross! Likewise, the chief source of comfort and encouragement
when we are called upon to suffer for His sake, is to call to mind the
infinitely greater sufferings which He endured for our sakes.

The more we endeavor to emulate the example which the
Lord Jesus has left us, the more shall we be opposed from without;
the more closely we follow Him, the greater will be the enmity of
our fellow-men against us. Our lives will condemn theirs, our ways
will be a perpetual rebuke to them, and they will do all they can to
discourage and hinder, provoke and oppose. And the tendency of
such persecution is to dishearten us, to tempt us to compromise, to
ask "What is the use?" Because of this, the blessed Spirit bids us,
"Consider Him that endured such contradiction of sinners against
Himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds." Let the
experiences through which Christ passed be the subject of daily
contemplation. The record of His unparalleled temptations and trials,
His endurance, and His victory, is to be the grand source of our
instruction, comfort and encouragement. If we have grown "faint
and weary" in our minds, it is because we have failed to properly
and profitably "consider Him."

Supremely important is a knowledge of the Scriptures
concerning the Lord Jesus: there can be no experimental holiness, no
growth in grace apart from the same. Vital godliness consists in a
practical conformity to the image of God’s Son: it is to follow the
example which He has left us, to take His yoke upon us and learn of
Him. For this, there must needs be an intimate knowledge of His
ways, a prayerful and believing study of the record of His life, a
daily reading of and meditating thereon. That is why the four
Gospels are placed at the beginning of the N.T.—they are of first
importance. What we have in the Epistles is principally an
interpretation and application of the four Gospels to the details of
our walk. O that we may say with ever-deepening purpose of heart,



"I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of
Christ Jesus my Lord" (Phil. 3:8). O that we may "follow on to
know the Lord" (Hos. 6:3)

"For consider Him that endured such contradiction of sinners
against Himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds. Ye have
not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin" (Heb. 12:3, 4). The
whole of this is a dehortation or caution against an evil, which if
yielded to will prevent our discharge of the duty inculcated in verses
1, 2. That which is dehorted against is "be not wearied"—give not
up the race, abandon not your Christian profession. The way
whereby we may fall into that evil is by becoming "faint" in our
minds. The means to prevent this is the diligent contemplation of our
great Exemplar.

In verses 1, 2 the apostle had exhorted unto a patient or
persevering pressing forward in the path of faith and obedience. In
verses 3-11 he presents a number of considerations or motives to
hearten us in our course, seeking particularly to counteract the
enervating influence which difficulties are apt to exert upon the
minds of God’s tried people. The tendency of strong and lasting
opposition and persecution is to discourage, which if yielded unto
leads to despair. To strengthen the hearts of those tried Hebrews, the
apostle bade them consider the case of Christ Himself: He
encountered far worse sufferings than we do, yet He patiently
"endured" them (verse 3). Then they were reminded that their case
was by no means desperate and extreme—they had not yet been
called to suffer a death of martyrdom. Finally, their very difficulties
were the loving chastisement of their Father, designed for their profit
(verses 5-11). By what a variety of means does the blessed Spirit
strengthen, stablish, and comfort tried believers!

Are you, dear reader, disheartened by the hard usage you are
receiving from men, yea, from the religions world; are you fearful as
you anticipate the persecutions which may yet attend your Christian
profession; or, are you too ready to show resentment against those
who oppose you? Then "consider Him that endured such
contradiction of sinners against Himself." The connecting "For" has
the force here of "moreover:" in addition to "looking unto Jesus" as
your Leader and Perfecter, consider Him in His steadfastness under
relentless persecution. Faith has many actings or forms of exercise:
it is to reflect, contemplate, call to mind—God’s past ways with us,



His dealings with His people of old, and particularly the recorded
history of His beloved and incarnate Son. We are greatly the losers if
we fail to cultivate the habit of devout consideration and holy
meditation. The Greek word for "consider" is not the same as the
one used in Hebrews 3:1 and Hebrews 10:24; in fact it is a term
which occurs, in this form, nowhere else in the N.T.

The Greek word for "consider" in our text is derived from
the one rendered "proportion" in Romans 12:6. It is a mathematical
term, signifying to compute by comparing things together in their
due proportions. It means: form a just and accurate estimate. "For
consider Him that endured such contradiction of sinners against
Himself:" draw an analogy between His sufferings and yours, and
what proportion is there between them! Weigh well who He was, the
place He took, the infinite perfection of His character and deeds; and
then the base ingratitude, the gross injustice, the cruel persecution
He met with. Calculate and estimate the constancy of the opposition
He encountered, the type of men who maligned Him, the variety and
intensity of His sore trials, and the spirit of meekness and patience
with which He bore them. And what are our trifling trials when
compared with His agonies, or even to our deserts! O my soul blush
with shame because of thy murmurings.

"Consider Him" in the ineffable excellency of His person. He
was none other than the Lord of glory, the Beloved of the Father, the
second person in the sacred Trinity, the Creator of heaven and earth.
Now, since He suffered here on earth, why should you, having
enlisted under His banner, think it strange that you should be called
on to endure a little hardness in His service! Consider his
relationship to you: He is your Redeemer and Proprietor: is it not
sufficient for the disciple to be as his Master, the servant as his
Lord? If the Head was spared not trial and shame, shall the members
of His body complain if they be called on to have some fellowship
with Him in this? When you are tempted to throw down your colors
and capitulate to the Enemy, or even to murmur at your hard lot,
"Consider Him" who when here "had not where to lay His head."

The particular sufferings of Christ which are here singled out
for our consideration are, the "contradiction of sinners" which He
encountered. He was opposed constantly, by word and action; He
was opposed by His own people according to the flesh; He was
opposed by the very ones to whom He ministered in infinite grace



and loving-kindness. That opposition began at His birth, when there
was no room in the inn—He was not wanted. It was seen again in
His infancy, when Herod sought to slay Him, and His parents were
forced to flee with Him into Egypt. Little else is told us in the N.T.,
about His early years, but there is a Messianic prophecy in Psalm
88:15 where we hear Him pathetically saying, "I am afflicted and
ready to die from My youth up!" As soon as His public ministry
commenced, and during the whole of its three years’ course, He
endured one unbroken, relentless, "contradiction of sinners against
Himself."

The Lord Jesus was derided as the Prophet, mocked as the
King, and treated with the utmost contempt as the Priest and Savior.
He was accused of deceiving (John 7:12) and perverting the people
(Luke 23:14). His teaching was opposed, and His person was
insulted. Because He conversed with and befriended publicans and
sinners, He was "murmured" at (Luke 15:2). Because He performed
works of mercy on the sabbath day, He was charged with breaking
the law (Mark 3:2). The gracious miracles which He wrought upon
the sick and demon-possessed, were attributed to His being in league
with the Devil (Matthew 12:24). He was regarded as a low-born
fanatic. He was branded as a "glutton and winebibber." He was
accused of speaking against Caesar (John 19:12), whereas He had
expressly bidden men to render unto Caesar what rightly belonged
to him (Matthew 22:21). Though He was the Holy One of God, there
was scarcely anything about Him that was not opposed.

"For consider Him who endured such contradiction" Here is
emphasized the greatness of Christ’s sufferings: "such
contradiction"—so bitter, so severe, so malicious, so protracted;
everything which the evil wits of men and Satan could invent. That
word "such" is also added to awaken our wonderment and worship.
Though the incarnate Son of God, He was spat upon,
contemptuously arrayed in a purple robe and His enemies bowed the
knee before Him in mockery. They buffeted Him and smote Him on
the face. They tore His back with scourgings, as was foretold by the
Psalmist (Ps. 129:3). They condemned Him to a criminal’s death,
and nailed Him to the Cross, and that, between two thieves, to add to
His shame. And this, at the hands of men who, though they made a
great show of sanctity, were "sinners."

Christ felt keenly that "contradiction," for He was the Man of



sorrows and acquainted with grief. At the end, He exclaimed
"reproach hath broken My heart" (Ps. 69:20). Nevertheless, He
turned not aside from the path of duty, still less did He abandon His
mission. He fled not from His enemies, and fainted not under their
merciless persecution: instead, He "endured" it. As we pointed out in
our exposition of the previous verse, that word is used of Christ in
its highest and noblest sense. He bore patiently every ignominy that
was heaped upon Him. He never retaliated or reviled His traducers.
He remained steadfast unto the end, and finished the work which
had been given Him to do. When the supreme crises arrived, He
faltered not, but "set His face as a flint to go up to Jerusalem" (Isa.
50:7, Luke 9:51).

Do you, tried reader, feel that your cup of opposition is a
little fuller than that of some of your fellow Christians? Then look
away to the cup which Christ drank! Here is the Divine antidote
against weariness: Christ meekly and triumphantly "endured" far, far
worse than anything you are called on to suffer for His sake; yet He
fainted not. When you are weary in your mind because of trials and
injuries from the enemies of God, "consider" Christ, and this will
quieten and suppress thy corrupt propensities to murmuring and
impatience. Set Him before thy heart as the grand example and
encouragement—example in patience, encouragement in the blessed
issue: "If we suffer, we shall also reign with Him" (2 Tim. 2:12).
Faith’s consideration of Him will work a conformity unto Him in
our souls which will preserve from fainting.

"Lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds." There is no
connecting "and" in the Greek: two distinct thoughts are presented:
"lest ye be wearied," that is, so discouraged as to quit; "faint in your
mind," states the cause thereof. The word for "weary" here is a
strong one: it signifies exhausted, being so despondent as to break
one’s resolution. In its ultimate meaning, it refers to such a state of
despondency as an utter sinking of spirit, through the difficulties,
trials, opposition and persecution encountered as to "look back"
(Luke 9:62), and either partially or wholly abandon one’s profession
of the Gospel. In other words, it is another warning against apostasy.
What we are cautioned against here is the opposite of that which the
Lord commended in the Ephesian Church, "And for My name’s sake
hast labored, and hast not fainted" (Rev. 2:3)—here there is
perseverance in the Christian profession despite all opposition.



At different periods of history God has permitted fierce
opposition to break out against His people, to test the reality and
strength of their attachment to Christ. This was the case with those
to whom our Epistle was first addressed: they were being exposed to
great trials and sufferings, temptations and privations; hence the
timeliness of this exhortation, and its accompanying warning.
Reproaches, losses, imprisonments, scourgings, being threatened
with death, have a strong tendency to produce dejection and despair;
they present a powerful temptation to give up the fight. And naught
but the vigorous activity of faith will fortify the mind under religious
persecution. Only as the heart is encouragingly occupied with
Christ’s endurance of the "contradiction of sinners against Himself,"
will our resolution be strong to endure unto the end: "In the world ye
shall have tribulations: but be of good cheer: I have overcome the
world" (John 16:33).

"Faint in your minds." This it is which, if not resisted and
corrected, leads to the "weariness" or utter exhaustion of the
previous clause. This faintness of mind is the reverse of vigor and
cheerfulness. If, under the strong opposition and fierce persecution,
we are to "endure unto the end," then we must watch diligently
against the allowance of such faintness of mind. There is a spiritual
vigor required in order to perseverence in the Christian profession
during times of persecution. Hence it is that we are exhorted,
"Forasmuch then as Christ hath suffered for us in the flesh, arm
yourselves likewise with the same mind" (1 Pet. 4:1); "For we
wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against
powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against
wicked spirits in the heavenlies. Wherefore take unto you the whole
armor of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and
having done all to stand" (Eph. 6:12, 13); "Watch ye, stand fast in
the faith, quit you like men, be strong" (1 Cor. 16:13).

Any degree of faintness of mind in the Christian results from
and consists in a remitting of the cheerful actions of faith in the
various duties which God has called us to discharge. Nothing but the
regular exercise of faith keeps the soul calm and restful, patient and
prayerful. If faith ceases to be operative, and our mind be left to
cope with difficulties and trials in our own natural strength, then we
shall soon grow weary of a persecuted Christian profession. Herein
lies the beginning of all spiritual declension—a lack of the due



exercise of faith, and that in turn, is the result of the heart growing
cold toward Christ! If faith be in healthy exercise, we shall say, "For
I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be
compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us" (Rom. 8:18),
realizing that "our light affliction, which is but for a moment,
worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory" (2
Cor. 4:17); ah, but that consciousness is only "while we look not at
the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen"
(verse 18).

"Consider Him:" there is the remedy against faintness of
mind; there is the preservative from such "weariness" of dejection of
spirits that we are ready to throw down our weapons and throw up
our hands in utter despair. It is the diligent consideration of the
person of Christ, the Object of faith, the Food of faith, the Supporter
of faith. It is by drawing an analogy between His infinitely sorer
sufferings and our present hardships. It is by making application
unto ourselves of what is to be found in Him suitable to our own
case. Are we called on to suffer a little for Him, then let our eye be
turned on Him who went before us in the same path of trial. Make a
comparison between what He "endured" and what you are called to
struggle with, and surely you will be ashamed to complain! "Let this
mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus" (Phil. 2:5). Admire
and imitate His meekness—weeping over His enemies, and praying
for His murderers!

"Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin"
(verse 4). The persons here immediately addressed—the "ye"—were
the Hebrews themselves. Because of their profession of Christianity,
because of their loyalty to Christ, they had suffered severely in
various ways. Plain reference to something of what they had already
been called on to endure is made in 10:32-34, "But call to
remembrance the former days, in which, after ye were illuminated,
ye endured a great fight of afflictions; partly whilst ye were made a
gazing-stock both by reproaches and afflictions; and partly whilst ye
became companions of them that were so used. For ye had
compassion of me in my bonds, and took joyfully the spoiling of
your goods." Thus, the Hebrew saints had been sorely oppressed by
their unbelieving brethren among the Jews; it is that which gave
such point to the exhortation and warning in the previous verse.

"Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin."



Here is the second consideration which the apostle pressed upon his
afflicted brethren: not only to ponder the far greater opposition
which their Savior encountered, but also to bear in mind that their
own sufferings were not so severe as they might have been, or as
possibly they would yet be. It is an argument made by reasoning
from the greater to the less, and from comparing their present state
with that which might await them: what could be expected to sustain
their hearts and deliver from apostasy when under the supreme test
of death by violence, if they fainted beneath lesser afflictions? We,
too, should honestly face the same alternative: if unkind words and
sneers make us waver now, how would we acquit ourselves if called
on to face a martyr’s death!

The present state of the oppressed Hebrews is here expressed
negatively: "ye have not yet resisted unto blood." True, they had
already met with various forms of suffering, but not yet had they
been called upon to lay down their lives. As Hebrews 10:32-34
clearly intimates, they had well acquitted themselves during the first
stages of their trials, but their warfare was not yet ended. They had
need to bear in mind that word of Christ, "Men ought always to pray,
and not to faint" (Luke 18:1); and that exhortation of the Holy Spirit,
"let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if
we faint not" (Gal. 6:9).

"Ye have not yet resisted unto blood." The apostle here
hinted to the Hebrews what might yet have to be endured by them,
namely a bloody and violent death—by stoning, or the sword, or
fire. That is the utmost which fiendish persecutors can afflict. Men
may kill the body, but when they have done that, they can do no
more. God has set bounds to their rage: none will hound or harm His
people in the next world! Those who engage in the Christian
profession, who serve under the banner of Christ, have no guarantee
that they may not be called unto the utmost suffering of blood on
account of their allegiance to him; for that is what His adversaries
have always desired. Hence, Christ bids us to "sit down and count
the cost" (Luke 14:28), of being His disciples. God has decreed that
many, in different ages should be martyred for His own praise, the
glory of Christ and the honor of the Gospel.

"Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, striving against sin."
"Sin" is here personified, regarded as a combatant which has to be
overcome. The various persecutions, hardships, afflictions,



difficulties of the way, in consequence of our attachment to Christ,
become so many occasions and means which sin seeks to employ in
order to hinder and oppose us. The Christian is called to a contest
with sin. The apostle continues his allusion to the Grecian Games,
changing from the racer to the combatant. The great contest is in the
believer’s heart between grace and sin, the flesh and the spirit (Gal.
5:17). Sin seeks to quench faith and kill obedience: therefore sin is
to be "striven against" for our very souls are at stake. There is no
place for sloth in this deadly contest; no furloughs are granted!

"Striving against sin." That which the Hebrews were striving
against was apostasy, going to the full lengths of sin—abandoning
their Christian profession. Persecution was the means which
indwelling depravity sought to use, to employ in slaying faith and
fidelity to Christ. That terrible wickedness was to be steadfastly
resisted, by fighting against weariness in the conflict. O to say with
the apostle, "I am ready not to be bound only, but also to die at
Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus" (Acts 21:13): but in order
to reach that state of soul, there has to be a close walking with Him
day by day, and a patient bearing of the minor trials. "If thou hast
run with the footmen and they have wearied thee, then how canst
thou contend with horses? and if in the land of peace, wherein thou
trustedst, they wearied thee, then how wilt thou do in the swelling of
Jordan?" (Jer. 12:5).



Hebrews 12:5

Chapter 86 - Divine Chastisement

The grand truth of Divine Chastisement is inexpressibly
blessed, and one which we can neglect only to our great loss. It is of
deep importance, for when Scripturally apprehended it preserves
from some serious errors by which Satan has succeeded (as "an
angel of light") in deceiving and destroying not a few. For example,
it sounds the death-knell to that wide-spread delusion of "sinless
perfectionism." The passage which is to be before us unmistakably
exposes the wild fanaticism of those who imagine that, as the result
of some "second work of grace," the carnal nature has been
eradicated from their beings, so that, while perhaps not so wise, they
are as pure as the angels which never sinned, and lead lives which
are blameless in the sight of the thrice holy God. Poor blinded souls:
such have not even experienced a first "work of Divine grace" in
their souls: "If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the
truth is not in us" (1 John 1:8).

"My son despise not thou the chastening of the Lord, nor
faint when thou art rebuked of Him; for whom the Lord loveth He
chasteneth, and scourgeth every son whom He receiveth" (Heb.
12:5, 6). How plain and emphatic is that! God does find something
to "rebuke" in us, and uses the rod upon every one of His children.
Chastisement for sin is a family mark, a sign of sonship, a proof of
God’s love, a token of His Fatherly kindness and care; it is an
inestimable mercy, a choice new-covenant blessing. Woe to the man
whom God chastens not, whom He suffers to go recklessly on in the
boastful and presumptuous security which so many now mistake for
faith. There is a reckoning to come of which he little dreams. Were
he a son, he would be chastened for his sin; he would be brought to
repentance and godly sorrow, he would with grief of heart confess
his backslidings, and then be blest with pardon and peace.

The truth of Divine chastisement corrects another serious
error, which has become quite common in certain quarters, namely,
that God views His people so completely in Christ that He sees no



sin in them. It is true, blessedly true, that of His elect it is stated, "He
hath not beheld iniquity in Jacob, neither hath He seen perverseness
in Israel" (Num. 23:21) and that Christ declares of His spouse "Thou
art all fair, My love; there is no spot in thee" (Song 4:7). The
testimony of Scripture is most express that in regard to the
justification or acceptance of the persons of the elect, they are
"complete in Him"—Christ (Col. 2:10); "accepted in the Beloved"
(Eph. 1:6)—washed in Christ’s blood, clothed with His
righteousness. In that sense, God sees no sin in them; none to
punish. But we must not use that precious truth to set aside another,
revealed with equal clearness, and thus fall into serious error.

God does see sin in His children and chastises them for it.
Even though the non-imputation of sin to the believer (Rom. 4:8)
and the chastisement of sin in believers (1 Cor. 11:30-32) were
irreconcilable to human reason, we are bound to receive both on the
authority of Holy Writ. Let us beware lest we fall under the solemn
charge of Malachi 2:9, "Ye have not kept My ways, but have been
partial in the law." What could be plainer than this, "I will make Him
my Firstborn, higher than the kings of the earth. My mercy will I
keep for Him for evermore, and My covenant shall stand fast with
Him. His seed also will I make to endure forever and His throne as
the days of heaven. If His children forsake My law, and walk not in
My judgments; if they break My statutes, and keep not My
commandments; then will I visit their transgression with the rod, and
their iniquity with stripes. Nevertheless My loving kindness will I
not utterly take from Him, nor suffer My faithfulness to fail" (Ps.
89:27-33). Five things are clearly revealed there. First Christ
Himself is addressed under the name of "David." Second, His
children break God’s statutes. Third, in them there is "iniquity" and
"transgression." Fourth, God will "visit" their transgression "with the
rod!" Fifth, yet will He not cast them off.

What could express more clearly the fact that God does see
sin in believers, and that He does chastise them for it? For, be it
noted, the whole of the above passage speaks of believers. It is the
language, not of the Law, but of the Gospel. Blessed promises are
there made to believers in Christ: the unchanging loving-kindness of
God, His covenant-faithfulness toward them, His spiritual blessing
of them. But "stripes" and the "rod" are there promised too! Then let
us not dare to separate what God has joined together. How do we



know anything concerning the acceptance of the elect in Christ? The
answer must be, Only on the testimony of Holy Writ. Very well;
from the same unerring Testimony we also know that God chastises
His people for their sins. It is at our imminent peril that we reject
either of these complementary truths.

The same fact is plainly presented again in Hebrews 12:7-10,
"If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with sons: for
what son is he whom the Father chasteneth not? But if ye be without
chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards, and not
sons. Furthermore we have had fathers of our flesh which corrected
us, and we gave them reverence: shall we not much rather be in
subjection unto the Father of spirits, and live? For they verily, for a
few days chastened us after their own pleasure; but He for our profit,
that we might be partakers of His holiness." The apostle there draws
an analogy from the natural relationship of father and child. Why do
earthly parents chastise their children? Is it not for their faults? Can
we justify a parent for chastening a child where there was no fault,
nothing in him which called for the rod? In that case, it would be
positive tyranny, actual cruelty. If the same be not true spiritually,
then the comparison must fall to the ground. Hebrews 12 proves
conclusively that, if God does not chastise me then I am an
unbeliever, and I sign my own condemnation as a bastard.

Yet it is very necessary for us to point out, at this stage, that
all the sufferings of believers in this world are not Divine rebukes
for personal transgressions. Here too we need to be on our guard
against lopsidedness. After we have apprehended the fact that God
does take notice of the iniquities of His people and use the rod upon
them, it is so easy to jump to the conclusion that when we see an
afflicted Christian, God must be visiting His displeasure upon him.
That is a sad and serious error. Some of the very choicest of God’s
saints have been called on to endure the most painful and protracted
sufferings; some of the most faithful and eminent servants of Christ
have encountered the most relentless and extreme persecution. Not
only is this a fact of observation, but it is plainly revealed in Holy
Writ.

As we turn to God’s Word for light on the subject of
suffering among the saints, we find it affirmed, "Many are the
afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord delivereth him out of them
all" (Ps. 34:19). Those "afflictions" are sent by God upon different



ones for various reasons. Sometimes for the prevention of sin: the
experience of the beloved apostle was a case in point, "And lest |
should be exalted above measure through the abundance of the
revelations, there was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the
messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be exalted above
measure" (2 Cor. 12:7). Sometimes sore trials are sent for the testing
and strengthening of our graces: "My brethren, count it all joy when
ye fall into divers temptations; knowing this, that the trying of your
faith worketh patience" (James 1:2, 3). Sometimes God’s servants
and people axe called on to endure fierce persecution for a
confirmatory testimony to the Truth "And they departed from the
presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to
suffer shame for His name" (Acts 5:41).

Yet here again we need to be much on our guard, for the
flesh is ever ready to pervert even the holy things of God, and make
an evil use of that which is good. When God is chastising a Christian
for his sins, it is so easy for him to suppose such is not the case, and
falsely comfort himself with the thought that God is only developing
his graces, or permitting him to have closer fellowship with the
sufferings of Christ. Where we are visited with afflictions
personally, it is always the safest policy to assume that God has a
controversy with us; humble ourselves beneath His mighty hand,
and say with Job, "Show me wherefore Thou contendest with me"
(10:2); and when He has convicted me of my fault, to penitently
confess and forsake it. But where others are concerned, it is not for
us to judge—though sometimes God reveals the cause to His
servants (Amos 3:7).

In the passage which is to be before us, the apostle presents a
third consideration why heed should be given unto the exhortation at
the beginning of Hebrews 12, which calls to patient perseverance in
the path of faith and obedience, notwithstanding all the obstacles,
difficulties, and dangers which may be encountered therein. He now
draws a motive from the nature of those sufferings considered in the
light of God’s end in them: all the trials and persecutions which He
may call on His people to endure are necessary, not only as
testimonies to the truth, to the reality of His grace in them, but also
as chastisements which are required by us, wherein God has a
blessed design toward us. This argument is enforced by several
considerations to the end of verse 13. How we should admire and



adore the consummate wisdom of God which has so marvelously
ordered all, that the very things which manifest the hatred of men
against us, are evidences of His love toward us! How the realization
of this should strengthen patience!

O how many of God’s dear children have found, in every
age, that the afflictions which have come upon them from a hostile
world, were soul-purging medicines from the Lord. By them they
have been bestirred, revived, and mortified to things down here; and
made partakers of God’s holiness, to their own unspeakable
advantage and comfort. Truly wondrous are the ways of our great
God. Hereby doth He defeat the counsels and expectations of the
wicked, having a design to accomplish by their agency something
which they know not of. These very reproaches, imprisonments,
stripes, with the loss of goods and danger of their lives, with which
the world opposed them for their ruin; God makes use of for their
refining, consolation and joy. Truly He "maketh the wrath of man to
praise Him" (Ps. 76:10). O that our hearts and minds may be duly
impressed with the wisdom, power and grace of Him who bringeth a
clean thing out of an unclean.

"In all these things is the wisdom and goodness of God, in
contriving and effecting these things, to the glory of His grace, and
the salvation of His Church, to be admired" (John Owen). But herein
we may see, once more, the imperative need for faith—a God-given,
God-sustained, spiritual, supernatural FAITH. Carnal reason can see
no more in our persecutions than the malice and rage of evil men.
Our senses perceive nothing beyond material losses and painful
physical discomforts. But faith discovers the Father’s hand directing
all things: faith is assured that all proceeds from His boundless love:
faith realizes that He has in view the good of our souls. The more
this is apprehended by the exercise of faith, not only the better for
our peace of mind, but the readier shall we be to diligently apply
ourselves in seeking to learn God’s lessons for us in every
chastisement He lays upon us.

The opening "And" of verse 5 shows the apostle is
continuing to present motives to stir unto a perseverance in the faith,
notwithstanding sufferings for the same. The first motive was taken
from the example of the O.T. worthies (verse 1). The second, from
the illustrious pattern of Jesus (verses 2-4). This is the third: the
Author of these sufferings—our Father—and His loving design in



them. There is also a more immediate connection with 5:4 pointed
by the "And:" it presents a tacit rebuke for being ready to faint under
the lesser trials, wherewith they were exercised. Here He gives a
reason how and why it was they were thus making that reason the
means of introducing a new argument. The reason why they were
ready to faint was their inattention to the direction and
encouragement which God has supplied for them—our failure to
appropriate God’s gracious provisions for us is the rise of all our
spiritual miscarriages.

The Hebrew Christians to whom this epistle was first
addressed were passing through a great fight of afflictions, and
miserably were they acquitting themselves. They were the little
remnant out of the Jewish nation who had believed on their Messiah
during the days of His public ministry, plus those Jews who had
been converted under the preaching of the apostles. It is highly
probable that they had expected the Messianic kingdom would at
once be set up on earth, and that they would be allotted the chief
places of honor in it. But the millennium had not begun, and their
own lot became increasingly bitter. They were not only hated by the
Gentiles, but ostracized by their unbelieving brethren, and it became
a hard matter for them to make even a bare living. Providence held a
frowning face. Many who had made a profession of Christianity had
gone back to Judaism and were prospering temporally. As the
afflictions of the believing Jews increased they too were sorely
tempted to turn their back upon the new Faith. Had they been wrong
in embracing Christianity? Was high heaven displeased because they
had identified themselves with Jesus of Nazareth? Did not their
sufferings go to show that God no longer regarded them with favor?

Now it is most blessed and instructive to see how the apostle
met the unbelieving reasoning of their hearts. He appealed to their
own scriptures, reminding them of an exhortation found in Proverbs
3:11, 12: "And ye have forgotten the exhortation which speaketh
unto you as unto children, My son, despise not thou the chastenings
of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked of Him" (Heb. 12:5). As
we pointed out so often in our exposition of the earlier chapters of
this Epistle, at every critical point in his argument the apostle’s
appeal was to the written Word of God—an example which is
binding on every servant of Christ to follow. That Word is the final
court of appeal for every controversial matter, and the more its



authority is respected, the more is its Author honored. Not only so,
but the more God’s children are brought to turn to its instruction, the
more will they be built up and established in the true faith.
Moreover, "Whatsoever things were written aforetime were written
for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of the
Scriptures might have hope" (Rom. 15:4): it is to them alone we
must turn for solid comfort. Great will be our loss if we fail to do so.

"And ye have forgotten the exhortation which speaketh unto
you." Note well the words we have placed in italics. The exhortation
to which the apostle referred was uttered over a thousand years
previously, under the Mosaic dispensation; nevertheless the apostle
insists that it was addressed equally unto the New T. saints! How
this exposes the cardinal error of modern "dispensationalists," who
seek to rob Christians of the greater part of God’s precious Word.
Under the pretense of "rightly dividing" the Word, they would filch
from them all that God gave to His people prior to the beginning of
the present era. Such a devilish device is to be steadfastly resisted by
us. All that is found in the book of Proverbs is as much God the
Father’s instruction to us as are the contents of the Pauline epistles!
Throughout that book God addresses us individually as "My son:"
see Hebrews 1:8, 3:1, 4:1, 5:1, etc. Surely that is quite sufficient for
every spiritual mind—no labored argument is needed.

The appositeness of Proverbs 3:11, 12 to the case of the
afflicted Hebrews gave great force to the apostle’s citing of it here.
That passage would enable them to perceive that their case was by
no means unprecedented or peculiar, that it was in fact no otherwise
with them than it had been with others of God’s children in former
ages and that long before the Lord had graciously laid in provision
for their encouragement: "My son, despise not the chastening of the
Lord; neither be weary of His correction: For whom the Lord loveth
He correcteth, even as a Father the son in whom He delighteth"
(Prov. 3:11, 12). It has ever been God’s way to correct those in
whom He delights, to chastise His children; but so far from that
salutary discipline causing us to faint, it should strengthen and
comfort our hearts, being assured that such chastening proceeds
from His love, and that the exhortation to perseverance in the path of
duty is issued by Him. It is the height of pride and ingratitude not to
comply with His tender entreaties.

But the apostle had to say to the suffering Hebrews, "Ye have



forgotten the exhortation." To forget God’s gracious instruction is at
least an infirmity, and with it they are here taxed. To forget the
encouragements which the Father has given us is a serious fault: it is
expressly forbidden: "Beware lest thou forget the Lord" (Deut.
6:12). It was taxed upon the Jews of old, "They soon forgat His
works... They forgat God their Savior, which had done great things
in Egypt" (Ps. 106:13, 21). Forgetfulness is a part of that corruption
which has seized man by his fall: all the faculties of his soul have
been seriously injured—the memory, which was placed in man to be
a treasury, in which to lay up the directions and consolations of
God’s Word, has not escaped the universal wreckage. But that by no
means excuses us: it is a fault, to be striven and prayed against. As
ministers see occasion, they are to stir up God’s people to use means
for the strengthening of the memory—especially by the formation of
the habit of holy meditation in Divine things.

Thus it was with the Hebrews, in some measure at least: they
had "forgotten" that which should have stood in good stead in the
hour of their need. Under their trials and persecution, they ought, in
an especial manner, to have called to mind that Divine exhortation
of Proverbs 3:11, 12 for their encouragement: had they believingly
appropriated it, they had been kept from fainting. Alas, how often
we are like them! "The want of a diligent consideration of the
provision that God hath made in the Scripture for our
encouragement to duty and comfort under difficulties, is a sinful
forgetfulness, and is of dangerous consequence to our souls" (John
Owen).

"Which speaketh unto you as unto children." It is very
striking indeed to observe the tense of the verb here: the apostle was
quoting a sentence of Scripture which had been written a thousand
years previously, yet he does not say "which hath spoken," but
"which speaketh unto you!" The same may be seen again in that
sevenfold exhortation of Revelation 2 and 3, "He that hath an ear let
him hear what the Spirit saith (not "said") unto the churches." The
Holy Scriptures are a living Word, in which God speaks to men in
every generation. Holy Writ is not a dumb or dead letter: it has a
voice in it, ever speaking of God Himself. "The Holy Spirit is
always present in the Word, and speaks in it equally and alike to the
church in all ages. He doth in it speak as immediately to us, as if we
were the first and only persons to whom He spake. And this should



teach us, with what reverence we ought to attend to the Scriptures,
namely, as to the way and means whereby God Himself speaks
directly to us" (John Owen.)

"Which speaketh unto you as unto children." The apostle
emphasizes the fact that God addresses an exhortation in Proverbs
3:11 to "My son," which shows plainly that His relation to the O.T.
saints was that of a Father to His children. This at once refutes a
glaring error made by some who pose as being ultra-orthodox, more
deeply taught in the Word than others. They have insisted that the
Fatherhood of God was never revealed until the Son became
incarnate; but every verse in the Proverbs where God says "My son"
reveals their mistake. That the O.T. saints were instructed in this
blessed relationship is clear from other passages: "Like as a father
pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him" (Ps.
103:13). This relation unto God is by virtue of their (and our) union
with Christ: He is "the Son," and being one with Him, members of
His body, they were "sons" too.

This precious relationship is the ground of the soul’s
confidence in God. "If God speaks to them as to children, they have
good ground to fly to God as to a Father. and in all time of need to
ask and seek of Him all needful blessings (Matthew 7:11), yea, and
in faith to depend on Him for the same (Matthew 6:31, 32). What
useful things shall they want? What hurtful thing need such to fear?
If God deal with us as with children, He will provide for them every
good thing, He will protect them from every hurtful thing, He will
hear their prayers, He will accept their services, He will bear with
their infirmities, He will support them under all their burdens, and
assist them against all their assaults; though through their own
weakness, or the violence of some temptation, they should be drawn
from Him, yet will He be ready to meet them in the mid-way,
turning to Him—instance the mind of the father of the prodigal
towards him" (W. Gouge).



Hebrews 12:5

Chapter 87 - Divine Chastisement

It is of first importance that we learn to draw a sharp
distinction between Divine punishment and Divine chastisement—
important for maintaining the honor and glory of God, and for the
peace of mind of the Christian. The distinction is very simple, yet is
it often lost sight of. God’s people can never by any possibility be
punished for their sins, for God has already punished them at the
Cross. The Lord Jesus, our blessed Substitute, suffered the full
penalty of all our guilt, hence it is written, "the blood of Jesus Christ
His Son cleanseth us from all sin"

(1 John 1:7). Neither the justice nor the love of God will
permit Him to again exact payment of what Christ discharged to the
full. The difference between punishment and chastisement lies not in
the nature of the sufferings of the afflicted: it is most important to
bear this in mind. There is a threefold distinction between the two.

First, the character in which God acts. In the former God acts
as Judge, in the latter as Father. Sentence of punishment is the act of
a judge, a penal sentence passed on those who are charged with
guilt. Punishment can never fall upon a child of God in this judicial
sense, because his guilt was all transferred to Christ: "Who His own
self bare our sins in His own body on the tree." But while the
believer’s sins cannot be punished, while the Christian cannot be
condemned (Rom. 8:33), yet he may be chastised. The Christian
occupies an entirely different position from the non-Christian: he is
a member of the family of God. The relationship which now exists
between him and God is that of Parent and child; and as a son he
must be disciplined for wrong-doing. Folly is bound up in the hearts
of all God’s children, and the rod is necessary to rebuke, to subdue,
to humble.

The second distinction between Divine punishment and
Divine chastisement lies in the recipients of each. The objects of the
former are His enemies; the subjects of the latter, His children. As
the Judge of all the earth God will yet take vengeance on all His



foes; as the Father of His family God maintains discipline over all
His children. The one is judicial, the other parental. A third
distinction is seen in the design of each: the one is retributive, the
other remedial. The one flows from His anger, the other from His
love. Divine punishment is never sent for the good of sinners, but
for the honoring of God’s law and the maintenance of His
government. Divine chastisement is sent for the well-being of His
children: "We have had fathers of our flesh which corrected us and
we gave them reverence: shall we not much rather be in subjection
unto the Father of spirits, and live? For they verily for a few days
chastened us after their own pleasure; but He for our profit, that we
might be partakers of His holiness" (Heb. 12:9, 10).

The above distinctions should at once rebuke the thoughts
which are so generally entertained among Christians. When the
believer is smarting under the rod, let him not say, God is now
punishing me for my sins. That can never be; that is most
dishonoring to the blood of Christ. God is correcting thee in love,
not smiting in wrath. Nor should the Christian regard the chastening
of the Lord as a sort of necessary evil to which he must bow as
submissively as possible. No, it proceeds from God’s goodness and
faithfulness and is one of the greatest blessings for which we have to
thank Him. Chastisement evidences our Divine sonship; the father
of a family does not concern himself with those on the outside: but
those within he guides and disciplines to make them conform to his
will. Chastisement is designed for our good, to promote our highest
interests. Look beyond the rod to the All-wise hand that wields it!

Unhappily there is no word in the English language which is
capable of doing justice to the Greek term here. "Paideia" which is
rendered "chastening" is only another form of "paidion" which
signifies "young children, being the tender word that was employed
by the Savior in John 21:5 and Hebrews 2:13. One can see at a
glance the direct connection which exists between the words
"disciple" and "discipline:" equally close in the Greek is the relation
between "children" and "chastening"—son training would be better.
It has reference to God’s education, nurture and discipline of His
children. It is the Father’s wise and loving correction which is in
view.

It is true that much chastisement is the rod in the hand of the
Father correcting His erring child, but it is a serious mistake to



confine our thoughts to this one aspect of the subject. Chastisement
is by no means always God’s scourging of His refractory sons. Some
of the saintliest of God’s people, some of the most obedient of His
children, have been and are the greatest sufferers. Oft times God’s
chastenings instead of being retributive are corrective. They are sent
to empty us of self-sufficiency and self-righteousness; they are given
to discover to us hidden transgressions, to teach us the plague of our
own hearts. Or again; chastisements are sent to strengthen our faith,
to raise us to higher levels of experience, to bring us into a condition
of greater usefulness. Still again; Divine chastisement is sent as a
preventative, to keep under pride, to save us from being unduly
elated over success in God’s service. Let us consider, briefly, four
entirely different examples.

David. In his case the rod was laid upon him for grievous
sins, for open wickedness. His fall was occasioned by self-
confidence and self-righteousness. If the reader will diligently
compare the two songs of David recorded in 2 Samuel 22 and 23,
the one written near the beginning of his life, the other near the end,
he will be struck by the great difference of spirit manifested by the
writer in each. Read 2 Samuel 22:22-25, and you will not be
surprised that God suffered him to have a fall. Then turn to chapter
23, and mark the blessed change. At the beginning of 5:5 there is a
heart-broken confession of failure. In verses 10-12, there is a God-
glorifying profession, attributing victory unto the Lord. The severe
scourging of David was not in vain.

Job. Probably he tasted of every kind of suffering which falls
to man’s lot: family bereavements, loss of property, grievous bodily
afflictions, came fast, one on top of another. But God’s end in them
all was that Job should benefit therefrom and be a greater partaker of
His holiness. There was not a little of self-satisfaction and self-
righteousness in Job at the beginning; but at the end, when he was
brought face to face with the thrice Holy One, he "abhorred himself"
(Heb. 42:6). In David’s case the chastisement was retributive; in
Job’s corrective.

Abraham. In him we see an illustration of an entirely
different aspect of chastening. Most of the trials to which he was
subject were neither because of open sins nor for the correction of
inward faults. Rather were they sent for the development of spiritual
graces. Abraham was sorely tried in various ways, but it was in



order that faith might be strengthened, and that patience might have
its perfect work in him. Abraham was weaned from the things of this
world, that he might enjoy closer fellowship with Jehovah and
become "the friend" of God.

Paul. "And lest I should be exalted above measure through
the abundance of the revelations, there was given to me a thorn in
the flesh, the messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I should be
exalted above measure" (2 Cor. 12:7). This "thorn" was sent not
because of failure and sin, but as a preventative against pride. Note
the "lest" both at the beginning and end of the verse. The result of
this "thorn" was that the beloved apostle was made more conscious
of his weakness. Thus chastisement has for one of its main objects
the breaking down of self-sufficiency, the bringing us to the end of
ourselves.

Now in view of these widely different aspects—
chastisements which are retributive, corrective, educative, and
preventative—how incompetent are we to diagnose, and how great
is the folly of pronouncing a judgment concerning others! Let us not
conclude when we see a fellow-Christian under the rod of God that
he is necessarily being taken to task for his sins. Let us now consider
the spirit in which Divine chastisements are to be received. "My son,
despise not thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou art
rebuked of Him" (verse 5).

Not all chastisement is sanctified to the recipient of it. Some
are hardened thereby; others are crushed beneath it. Much depends
on the spirit in which afflictions are received. There is no virtue in
trials and troubles in themselves: it is only as they are blest by God
that the Christian is profited thereby. As Hebrews 12:11 informs us,
it is those who are "exercised" under God’s rod that bring forth "the
peaceable fruit of righteousness." A sensitive conscience and a
tender heart are the needed adjuncts.

In our text the Christian is warned against two entirely
different dangers: despise not, despair not. These are two extremes
against which it is ever necessary to keep a sharp look-out. Just as
every truth of Scripture has its balancing counterpart, so has every
evil its opposite. On the one hand there is a haughty spirit which
laughs at the rod, a stubborn will which refuses to be humbled
thereby. On the other hand there is a fainting which utterly sinks
beneath it and gives way to despondency. Spurgeon said, "The way



of righteousness is a difficult pass between two mountains of error,
and the great secret of the Christian’s life is to wend his way along
the narrow valley." Let us then ponder separately the two things
which the Christian is here warned against: "My son, despise not
thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou are rebuked of
Him."

"The Greek word for ‘despise’ is nowhere used in the
Scripture, but in this place. It signifies to ‘set lightly by,” to have
little esteem of, not to value any thing according to its worth and
use. The Hebrew word means ‘to reprobate, to reject, to despise.” We
render the apostle’s word by ‘despise,” which yet doth not intend a
despising that is so formally, but only interpretatively. Directly to
despise and condemn or reject the chastisements of the Lord is a sin
that perhaps none of His sons or children do fall into. But not to
esteem of them as we ought, not to improve them unto their proper
end, not to comply with the will of God in them, is interpretatively
to despise them" (John Owen). As the point now before us is one
which is of great practical importance to afflicted Christians, we will
describe a number of ways in which God’s chastisement may be
"despised."

First, by callousness. There is a general lack of regard unto
God’s admonitions and instructions when troubles and sufferings
come upon Christians. Too often they view them as the common and
inevitable ills which man is heir unto, and perceive not that their
Father hath any special hand or design in them. Hence they are
stoically accepted in a fatalistic attitude. To be stoical under
adversity is the policy of carnal wisdom: make the best of a bad job
is the sum of its philosophy. The man of the world knows no better
than to grit his teeth and brave things out: having no Divine
Comforter, Counselor, or Physician, he has to fall back upon his own
poor resources. But it is inexpressibly sad when we find the child of
God conducting himself as does a child of the Devil.

This is what is dehorted against in our present text: "despise
not thou the chastening of the Lord." Observe well the personal
emphasis—"thou:" no matter how thy fellow-creatures act when the
clouds of providence frown upon them, see well to it that thou
comportest thyself as becometh a son of God. Take to heart the
caution here given. Stout-heartedness and stiff-neckedness is to be
expected from a rebel, but one who has found grace in the eyes of



the Lord should humble himself beneath His mighty hand the
moment He gives any intimation of His displeasure. Scorn not the
least trials: each has instruction wrapped up in it. Many a child
would be spared the rod if he heeded the parent’s frown! So it is
spiritually. Instead of hardening ourselves to endure stoically, there
should be a melting of heart.

Second, by complaining. This is what the Hebrews did in the
wilderness; and there are still many murmurers in Israel’s camp
today. A little sickness, and we become so cross that our friends are
afraid to come near us. A few days in bed, and we fret and fume like
a bullock unaccustomed to the yoke. We peevishly ask, Why this
affliction? what have I done to deserve it? We look around with
envious eyes, and are discontented because others are carrying a
lighter load. Beware, my reader: it goes hard with murmurers. God
always chastises twice if we are not humbled by the first. Remind
yourself of how much dross there yet is among the gold. View the
corruptions of your own heart, and marvel that God has not smitten
you far more severely.

This is what is dehorted against here: "despise not thou the
chastening of the Lord." Instead of complaining, there should be a
holy submitting unto the good will of God. There is a dreadful
amount of complaining among Christians today, due to failure to nip
this evil weed in the bud. Grumbling at the weather, being cross
when things are lost or mislaid, murmuring because some one has
failed to show us the respect which we consider ourselves entitled
unto. God’s hand in these things—for nothing happens by chance
under His government: everything has a meaning and message if our
hearts are open to receive it—is lost sight of. That is to "despise" His
rod when it is laid but gently upon us, and this it is which
necessitates heavier blows. Form the habit of heeding His taps, and
you will be less likely to receive His raps.

Third, by criticisms. How often we question the usefulness
of chastisement. As Christians we seem to have little more spiritual
good sense than we had natural wisdom as children. As boys we
thought that the rod was the least necessary thing in the home. It is
so with the children of God. When things go as we like them, when
some unexpected temporal blessing is bestowed, we have no
difficulty in ascribing all to a kind Providence; but when our plans
are thwarted, when losses are ours, it is very different. Yet, is it not



written, "I form the light and create darkness, I make peace, and
create evil: I the Lord do all these things" (Isa. 45:7).

How often is the thing formed ready to complain "Why hast
Thou made me thus?" We say, I cannot see how this can possibly
profit my soul: if I had better health, I could attend the house of
prayer more frequently; if I had been spared those losses in business,
I would have more money for the Lord’s work! What good can
possibly come out of this calamity? Like Jacob we exclaim, "All
these things are against me." What is this but to "despise" the rod?
Shall thy ignorance challenge God’s wisdom? Shall thy
shortsightedness arraign omniscience? O for grace to be as a
"weaned child" (Ps. 131:2).

Fourth, by carelessness. So many fail to mend their ways.
The exhortation of our text is much needed by all of us. There are
many who have "despised" the rod, and in consequence they have
not profited thereby. Many a Christian has been corrected by God,
but in vain. Sickness, reverses, bereavements have come, but they
have not been sanctified by prayerful self-examination. O brethren
and sisters, take heed. If God be chastening "consider your ways"
(Hag. 1:5), "ponder the path of thy feet" (Prov. 4:26). Be assured
that there is some reason for the chastening. Many a Christian would
not have been chastised half so severely had he diligently inquired
as to the cause of it.

"Cause me to understand wherein I have erred" (Job 6:24);
"show me wherefore Thou contendest with me" (Heb. 10:2),
expresses the attitude we should take whenever God’s hand is laid
upon us. We are bidden "hear ye the rod" (Mic. 6:9), that is, to pay a
due regard to God’s voice in our trials and afflictions, and to correct
that in our lives with which He is displeased. In chastisement God is
to be viewed not only as a Father but also as a Teacher: valuable
lessons are to be learned therefrom if we cultivate a teachable spirit.
Not so to do, failure to improve them unto their proper design and to
comply with the will of God in them, is to "despise" His loving
reproofs. But we must turn now to the second half of our verse.

"Nor faint when thou art rebuked of Him." This word
presupposes that we have not "despised" God’s chastening, but have
heeded it—inquired as to the cause and reason of it, and have
discovered He is evidencing that He is displeased with us. The
learned tell us that the word for "rebuked," both in the Hebrew and



in the Greek, signifies "a reproof by rational conviction:" the
conscience has been pricked, and God has discovered unto the heart
that there is something in our ways—which before we took no
notice of—which has convinced us of the needs-be for our present
afflictions. He makes us to understand what it is that is wrong in our
lives: we are "rebuked" in our conscience. Our response should be to
humble ourselves before Him, confess the fault, and seek grace to
right it; and in order to this we are cautioned against "fainting" in
our minds. Let us mention several forms of this particular evil of
"fainting."

First, when we give up all exertion. This is done when we
sink down in despondency. The smitten one concludes that it is more
than he can possibly endure. His heart fails him; darkness swallows
him up; the sun of hope is eclipsed, and the voice of thanksgiving is
silent. To "faint" means rendering ourselves unfit for the discharge
of our duties. When a person faints, he is rendered motionless. How
many Christians are ready to completely give up the fight when
adversity enters their lives. How many are rendered quite inert when
trouble comes their way. How many by their attitude say, God’s
hand is heavy upon me: I can do nothing. Ah, beloved, "sorrow not,
even as others which have no hope" (1 Thess. 4:13). "Faint not when
thou art rebuked of Him:" go to the Lord about it; recognize His
hand in it. Remember thine afflictions are among the "all things"
which work together for good.

Second, when we question our sonship. There are not a few
Christians who, when the rod descends upon them, conclude that
they are not sons of God after all. They forget that it is written
"Many are the afflictions of the righteous (Ps. 34:19), and that we
must "through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God"
(Acts 14:22). One says, "But if I were His child, I should not be in
this poverty, misery, shame." Listen to verse 8. "But if ye be without
chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards and not
sons." Learn, then, to look upon trials as proofs of God’s love—
purging, pruning, purifying thee. The father of a family does not
concern himself much about those on the outside of his household: it
is they who are within whom he guards and guides, nurtures and
conforms to his will. So it is with God.

Third, when we give way to unbelief. This is occasioned by
our failure to seek God’s support under trials, and lay hold of His



promises—"weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the
morning" (Ps. 30:5). Sure are we to "faint" if we lose sight of the
Lord, and cherish not His words of consolation. David was
encouraging himself against unbelief when he took himself to task
and said, "Why art thou cast down O my soul? and why art thou
disquieted in me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise Him for
the help of His countenance" (Ps. 42:5): if only that attitude be
maintained by us, we shall be preserved from sinking when troubles
come upon us.

Fourth, when we despair. When unbelief dominates the heart,
despondency soon becomes our portion. Some indulge the gloomy
fancy that they will never again get from under the rod in this life;
ah, it is a long lane that has no turning! Perhaps a reader says, "But I
have prayed and prayed, and yet the dark clouds have not lifted."
Then comfort yourself with the reflection: it is always the darkest
hour which precedes the dawn. Perhaps another says, "I have
pleaded His promises, but things are no better with me: I thought
God delivered those who called upon Him; I have called, but He has
not delivered, and I fear He never will." What! child of God, speak
of thy Father thus? You say, He will never leave off smiting because
He has smitten so long; rather conclude, He has now smitten so
long, I must soon be delivered. Fight hard, my brother, against this
attitude of despair, lest your complaining cause others to stumble.
Despise not; faint not. May Divine Mace preserve both writer and
reader from either of these sinful extremes.

N.B. For several of the leading thoughts in the above article,
we are indebted to a sermon by the late C.H. Spurgeon.



Hebrews 12:6

Chapter 88 - Divine Chastisement

The problem of suffering is a very real one in this world, and
to not a few of our readers a personal and acute one. While some of
us are freely supplied with comforts, others are constantly exercised
over procuring the bare necessities of life. While some of us have
long been favored with good health, others know not what it is to go
through a day without sickness and pain. While some homes have
not been visited by death for many years, others are called upon
again and again to pass through the deep waters of family
bereavement. Yes, dear friend; the problem of suffering, the
encountering of severe trials, is a very personal thing for not a few
of the members of the household of faith. Nor is it the external
afflictions which occasion the most anguish: it is the questionings
they raise, the doubts they stimulate, the dark clouds of unbelief
which they so often bring over the heart.

Very often it is in seasons of trial and trouble that Satan is
most successful in getting in his evil work. When he perceives the
uselessness of attempting to bring believers under the bondage in
which he keeps unbelievers, he bides his time for the shooting at
them of other arrows which he has in his quiver. Though he is
unable to drag them down to the commission of the grosser outward
forms of sin, he waits his opportunity for tempting them to be guilty
of inward sins. Though he cannot infect them with the poison of
evolutionism and higher criticism, he despairs not of seducing them
with questions of God’s goodness. It is when adversity comes the
Christian’s way, when sore trials multiply, when the soul is
oppressed and the mind distressed, that the Devil seeks to instill and
strengthen doubtings of God’s love, and to call into question the
faithfulness of His promises.

Moreover, there come seasons in the lives of many saints
when to sight and sense it seems as though God Himself had ceased
to care for His needy and afflicted child. Earnest prayer is made for
the mitigation of the sufferings, but relief is not granted. Grace is



sought to meekly bear the burden which has been laid upon the
suffering one; yet, so far from any sensible answer being received,
self-will, impatience, unbelief, are more active than ever. Instead of
the peace of God ruling the heart, unrest and enmity occupy its
throne. Instead of quietness within, there is turmoil and resentment.
Instead of "giving thanks always for all things unto God" (Eph.
5:20), the soul is filled with unkind thoughts and feelings against
Him. This is cause for anguish unto the renewed heart; yet, at times,
struggle against the evil as the Christian may, he is overcome by it.

Then it is that the afflicted one cries out, "Why standest Thou
afar off, O Lord, why hidest Thou Thyself in times of trouble?" (Ps.
10:1). To the distressed saint, the Lord seems to stand still, as if He
coldly looked on from a distance, and did not sympathize with the
afflicted one. Nay, worse, the Lord appears to be afar off, and no
longer "a very present help in trouble," but rather an inaccessible
mountain, which it is impossible to reach. The felt presence of the
Lord is the stay, the strength, the consolation of the believer; the
lifting up of the light of His countenance upon us, is what sustains
and cheers us in this dark world. But when that is withheld, when we
no longer have the joy of His presence with us, drab indeed is the
prospect, sad the heart. It is the hiding of our Father’s face which
cuts to the quick. When trouble and desertion come together, it is
unbearable.

Then it is that the word comes to us, "My son, despise not
thou the chastening of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked of
Him" (Heb. 12:5). Ah, it is easy for us to perceive the meetness of
such an admonition as this while things are going smoothly and
pleasantly for us. While our lot is congenial, or at least bearable, we
have little difficulty in discerning what a sin it is for any Christian to
either "despise" God’s chastenings or to "faint" beneath them. But
when tribulation comes upon us, when distress and anguish fill our
hearts, it is quite another matter. Not only do we become guilty of
one of the very evils here dehorted from, but we are very apt to
excuse and extenuate our peevishness or faintness. There is a
tendency in all of us to pity ourselves, to take sides with ourselves
against God, and even to justify the uprisings of our hearts against
Him.

Have we never, in self-vindication, said, "Well, after all we
are human; it is natural that we should chafe against the rod or give



way to despondency when we are afflicted. It is all very well to tell
us that we should not, but how can we help ourselves? we cannot
change our natures; we are frail men and women, and not angels."
And what has been the issue from the fruit of this self-pity and self-
vindication? Review the past, dear friend, and recall how you felt
and acted inwardly when God was tearing up your cozy nest,
overturning your cherished plans, dashing to pieces your fondest
hopes, afflicting you painfully in your affairs, your body, or your
family circle. Did it not issue in calling into question the wisdom of
God’s ways, the justice of His dealings with you, His kindness
towards you? Did it not result in your having still stronger doubts of
His very goodness?

In Hebrews 12:5 the Christian is cautioned against either
despising the Lord’s chastenings or fainting beneath them. Yet,
notwithstanding this plain warning, there remains a tendency in all
of us not only to disregard the same, but to act contrary thereto. The
apostle anticipates this evil, and points out the remedy. The mind of
the Christian must be fortified against it. But how? By calling to
remembrance the source from which all his testings, trials,
tribulations and troubles proceed, namely, the blessed, wondrous,
unchanging love of God. "My son, despise not thou the chastenings
of the Lord, nor faint when thou art rebuked of Him. FOR whom the
Lord loveth, He chasteneth." Here a reason is advanced why we
should not despise God’s chastening nor faint beneath it—all
proceeds from His love. Yes, even the bitter disappointments, the
sore trials, the things which occasion an aching heart, are not only
appointed by unerring wisdom, but are sent by infinite Love! It is
the apprehension and appropriation of this glorious fact, and that
alone, which will preserve us from both the evils forbidden in 5:5.

The way to victory over suffering is to keep sorrow from
filling the soul: "Let not your heart be troubled" (John 14:1). So long
as the waves wash only the deck of the ship, there is no danger of its
foundering; but when the tempest breaks through the hatches and
submerges the hold, then disaster is nigh. No matter what floods of
tribulation break over us, it is our duty and our privilege to have
peace within: "keep thy heart with all diligence" (Prov. 4:23): suffer
no doubtings of God’s wisdom, faithfulness, goodness, to take root
there. But how am I to prevent their so doing? "Keep yourselves in
the love of God" (Jude 21), is the inspired answer, the sure remedy,



the way to victory. There, in one word, we have made known to us
the secret of how to overcome all questionings of God’s providential
ways, all murmurings against His dealings with us.

"Keep yourselves in the love of God." It is as though a parent
said to his child, "Keep yourself in the sunshine:" the sun shines
whether he enjoys it or not, but he is responsible not to walk in the
shade and thus lose its genial glow. So God’s love for His people
abides unchanging, but how few of them keep themselves in the
warmth of it. The saint is to be "rooted and grounded in love" (Eph.
3:17); "rooted" like a tree in rich and fertile soil; "grounded" like a
house built upon a rock. Observe that both of these figures speak of
hidden processes: the root-life of a tree is concealed from human
eyes, and the foundations of a house are laid deep in the ground.
Thus it should be with each child of God: the heart is to be fixed,
nourished by the love of God.

It is one thing to believe intellectually that "God is love" and
that He loves His people, but it is quite another to enjoy and live in
that love in the soul. To be "rooted and grounded in love" means to
have a settled assurance of God’s love for us, such an assurance as
nothing can shake. This is the deep need of every Christian, and no
pains are to be spared in the obtaining thereof. Those passages in
Scripture which speak of the wondrous love of God, should be read
frequently and meditated upon daily. There should be a diligent
striving to apprehend God’s love more fully and richly. Dwell upon
the many unmistakable proofs which God has made of His love to
you: the gift of His Word, the gift of His Son, the gift of His Spirit.
What greater, what clearer proofs do we require! Steadfastly resist
every temptation to question His love: "keep yourselves in the love
of God." Let that be the realm in which you live, the atmosphere you
breathe, the warmth in which you thrive.

This life is but a schooling. In saying this we are uttering a
platitude, yet it is a truth of which all Christians need to be
constantly reminded. This is the period of our childhood and
minority. Now in childhood everything has, or should have, the
character of education and discipline. Dear parents and teachers are
constantly directing, warning, rebuking; the whole of the child-life is
under rule, restraint and guidance. But the only object is the child
him-self—his good, his character, his future; and the only motive is
love. Now as childhood is to the rest of our life, so is the whole of



our earthly sojourn to our future and heavenly life. Therefore let us
seek to cultivate the spirit of childhood. Let us regard it as natural
that we should be daily rebuked and corrected. Let us behave with
the docility and meekness of children, with their trustful and sweet
assurance that love is behind all our chastenings, that we are in the
tender hands of our Father.

But if this attitude is to be maintained, faith must be kept in
steady exercise: only thus shall we judge aright of afflictions. Sense
is ever ready to slander and belie the Divine perfections. Sense
beclouds the understanding and causes us to wrongly interpret God’s
dispensations with us. Why so? Because sense estimates things from
their outside and by their present feeling. "No chastening for the
present seemeth to be joyous, but grievous" (Heb. 12:11), and
therefore if when under the rod we judge of God’s love and care for
us by our sense of His present dealings, we are likely to conclude
that He has but little regard for us. Herein lies the urgent need for
the putting forth of faith, for "faith is the evidence of things not
seen." Faith is the only remedy for this double evil. Faith interprets
things not according to the outside or visible, but according to the
promise. Faith looks upon providences not as a present disconnected
piece, but in its entirety to the end of things.

Sense perceives in our trials naught but expressions of God’s
disregard or anger, but faith can discern Divine wisdom and love in
the sorest troubles. Faith is able to unfold the fiddles and solve the
mysteries of providence. Faith can extract honey and sweetness out
of gall and wormwood. Faith discerns that God’s heart is filled with
love toward us, even when His hand is heavy and smarts upon us.
The bucket goes down into the well the deeper, that it may come up
the fuller. Faith perceives God’s design in the chastening is our
good. It is through faith "that He would show thee the secrets of
wisdom, that they are double to that which is" (Job 11:6). By the
"secrets of wisdom" is meant the hidden ways of God’s providence.
Divine providence has two faces: the one of rigor, the other of
clemency; sense looks upon the former only, faith enjoys the latter.

Faith not only looks beneath the surface of things and sees
the sweet orange beneath the bitter rind, but it looks beyond the
present and anticipates the blessed sequel. Of the Psalmist it is
recorded, "I said in my haste, I am cut off from before Thine eyes"
(Ps. 31:22). The fumes of passion dim our vision when we look only



at what is present. Asaph declared, "My feet were almost gone, my
steps had well-nigh slipped; for I was envious at the foolish, when I
saw the prosperity of the wicked" (Ps. 73:2, 3); but when he went
into the sanctuary of God he said, "Then understood I their end"
(verse 17), and that quieted him. Faith is occupied not with the
scaffolding, but with the completed building; not with the medicine,
but with the healthful effects it produces; not with the painful rod,
but with the peaceable fruit of righteousness in which it issues.

Suffering, then, is a test of the heart; chastisement is a
challenge to faith—our faith in His wisdom, His faithfulness, His
love. As we have sought to show above the great need of the
Christian is to keep himself in the love of God, for the soul to have
an unshaken assurance of His tender care for us: "casting all your
care upon Him, for He careth for you" (1 Pet. 5:7). But the
knowledge of that "care" can only be experimentally maintained by
the exercise of faith—especially is this the case in times of trouble.
A preacher once asked a despondent friend, "Why is that cow
looking over the wall?" And the answer was, "Because she cannot
look through it." The illustration may be crude, yet it gives point to
an important truth. Discouraged reader, look over the things which
so much distress you, and behold the Father’s smiling face; look
above the frowning clouds of His providence, and see the sunshine
of His never changing love.

"For whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth
every son whom He receiveth" (verse 6). There is something very
striking and unusual about this verse, for it is found, in slightly
varied form, in no less than five different books of the Bible:
—"Happy is the man whom God correcteth: therefore despise not
thou the chastening of the Almighty" (Job 5:17); "Blessed is the man
whom Thou chastenest, O Lord, and teachest him out of Thy law"
(Ps. 94:12); "Whom the Lord loveth He correcteth, even as a father
the son in whom he delighteth" (Prov. 3:12); "As many as I love, I
rebuke and chasten" (Rev. 3:19). Probably there is a twofold reason
for this reiteration. First, it hints at the importance and blessedness
of this truth. God repeats it so frequently lest we should forget, and
thus lose the comfort and cheer of realizing that Divine chastisement
proceeds from love. This must be a precious word if God thought it
well to say it five times over! Second, such repetition also implies
our slowness to believe it; by nature our evil hearts are inclined in



the opposite direction. Though our text affirms so emphatically that
the Christian’s chastisements proceed from God’s love, we are ever
ready to attribute them to His harshness. It is really very humbling
that the Holy Spirit should deem it necessary to repeat this statement
so often.

"For whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth
every son whom He receiveth." Four things are to be noted. First,
the best of God’s children need chastisement—"every son." There is
no Christian but what has faults and follies which require correcting:
"in many things we all offend" (James 3:2). Second, God will
correct all whom He adopts into His family. However He may now
let the reprobate alone in their sins, He will not ignore the failings of
His people—to be suffered to go on unrebuked in wickedness is a
sure sign of alienation from God. Third, in this God acts as a Father:
no wise and good parent will wink at the faults of his own children:
his very relation and affection to them oblige him to take notice of
the same. Fourth, God’s disciplinary dealings with His sons proceed
from and make manifest His love to them: it is this fact we would
now particularly concentrate upon.

1. The Christian’s chastisements flow from God’s love. Not
from His anger or hardness, nor from arbitrary dealings, but from
God’s heart do our afflictions proceed. It is love which regulates all
the ways of God in dealing with His own. It was love which elected
them. The heart is not warmed when our election is traced back
merely to God’s sovereign will, but our affections are stirred when
we read "in love having predestinated us" (Eph. 1:4, 5). It was love
which redeemed us. We do not reach the center of the atonement
when we see nothing more in the Cross than a vindication of the law
and a satisfaction of justice: "God so loved the world that He gave
His only begotten Son" (John 3:16). It is love which regenerates or
effectually calls us: "with loving kindness have I drawn thee" (Jer.
31:3). The new birth is not only a marvel of Divine wisdom and a
miracle of Divine power, but it is also and superlatively a product of
God’s affection.

In like manner it is love which ordained our trials and orders
our chastisements. O Christian, never doubt the love of God. A
quaint old Quaker, who was a farmer, had a weather-vane on the
roof of his barn, from which stood out in clear-cut letters "God is
love." One day a preacher was being driven to the Quaker’s home;



his host called attention to the vane and its text. The preacher turned
and said, "I don’t like that at all: it misrepresents the Divine
character—God’s love is not variable like the weather." Said the
Quaker, "Friend you have misinterpreted its significance; that text
on the weather-vane is to remind me that, no matter which way the
wind is blowing, no matter from which direction the storm may
come, still, "God is love."

2. The Christian’s chastisements express God’s love.
Oftentimes we do not think so. As God’s children we think and act
very much as we did when children naturally. When we were little
and our parents insisted that we should perform a certain duty we
failed to appreciate the love which had respect unto our future well-
being. Or, when our parents denied us something on which we had
set our hearts, we felt we were very hardly dealt with. Yet was it
love which said "No" to us. So it is spiritually. The love of God not
only gives, but also withholds. No doubt this is the explanation for
some of our unanswered prayers: God loves us too much to give
what would not really be for our profit. The duties insisted upon, the
rebukes given, the things withheld, are all expressions of His faithful
love.

Chastisements manifest God’s care of us. He does not regard
us with unconcern and neglect, as men usually do their illegitimate
children, but He has a true parent’s solicitation for us: "Like as a
father pitieth his children so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him"
(Ps. 103:13). "And He humbled thee, and suffered thee to hunger,
and fed thee with manna, which thou knewest not, neither did thy
fathers know; that He might make thee know that man doth not live
by bread only, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of
the Lord doth man live" (Deut. 8:3). There are several important
sermons wrapped up in that verse, but we have not the space here to
even outline them. God brings into the wilderness that we may be
drawn nearer Himself. He dries up cisterns that we may seek and
enjoy the Fountain. He destroys our nest down here that our
affection may be set upon things above.

3. The Christian’s chastisements magnify God’s love. Our
very trials make manifest the fullness and reveal the perfections of
God’s love. What a word is that in Lamentations 3:33; "He doth not
afflict willingly"! If God consulted only His own pleasure, He would
not afflict us at all: it is for our profit that He "scourges." Ever



remember that the great High Priest Himself is "touched with the
feeling of our infirmities"; yet, notwithstanding, He employs the
rod! God is love, and nothing is so sensitive as love. Concerning the
trials and tribulations of Israel of old, it is written, "In all their
affliction He was afflicted" (Isa. 63:9); yet out of love He chastens.
How this manifests and magnifies the unselfishness of God’s love!

Here, then is the Christian supplied with an effectual shield
to turn aside the fiery darts of the wicked one. As we said at the
beginning, Satan ever seeks to take advantage of our trials: like the
fiend that he is, he makes his fiercest assaults when we are most cast
down. Thus it was that he attacked Job—"Curse God and die." And
thus some of us have found it. Did he not, in the hour of suffering
and sorrow, seek to remind you that when you had become
increasingly diligent in seeking to please and glorify God, the
darkest clouds of adversity followed; and say, How unjust God is;
what a miserable reward for your devotion and zeal! Here is your
recourse, fellow-Christian: say to the Devil, "It is written, ‘Whom
the Lord loveth He chasteneth.” "

Again; if Satan cannot succeed in traducing the character of
God and cause us to doubt His goodness and question His love, then
he will assail our assurance. The Devil is most persevering: if a
frontal attack falls, then he will make one from the rear. He will
assault your assurance of sonship: he will whisper "You are no child
of His: look at your condition, consider your circumstances, contrast
those of other Christians. You cannot be an object of God’s favor;
you are deceiving yourself; your profession is an empty one. If you
were God’s child, He would treat you very differently. Such
privations, such losses, such pains, show that you cannot be one of
His." But say to him, "It is written, ‘Whom the Lord loveth He
chasteneth.”"

Let our final thought be upon the last word of our text: "For
whom the Lord loveth He chasteneth, and scourgeth every son
whom He receiveth." The one whom God scourges is not rejected,
but "received"—received up into glory, welcomed in His House
above. First the cross, then the crown, is God’s unchanging order.
This was vividly illustrated in the history of the children of Israel:
God "chose them in the furnace of affliction," and many and bitter
were their trials ere they reached the promised land. So it is with us.
First the wilderness, then Canaan; first the scourging, and then the



"receiving." May we keep ourselves more and more in the love of
God.



Hebrews 12:7, 8

Chapter 89 - Divine Chastisement

The all-important matter in connection with Divine
chastenings, so far as the Christian is concerned, is the spirit in
which he receives them. Whether or not we "profit" from them, turns
entirely on the exercises of our minds and hearts under them. The
advantages or disadvantages which outward things bring to us, is to
be measured by the effects they produce in us. Material blessings
become curses if our souls are not the gainers thereby, while
material losses prove benedictions if our spiritual graces are
enriched therefrom. The difference between our spiritual
impoverishment or our spiritual enrichment from the varied
experiences of this life, will very largely be determined by our heart-
attitude toward them, the spirit in which they are encountered, and
our subsequent conduct under them. It is all summed up in that word
"For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he" (Prov. 23:7).

As the careful reader passes from verse to verse of Hebrews
12:3-11, he will observe how the Holy Spirit has repeatedly stressed
this particular point, namely, the spirit in which God’s chastisements
are to be received. First, the tried and troubled saint is bidden to
consider Him who was called upon to pass through a far rougher and
deeper sea of suffering than any which His followers encounter, and
this contemplation of Him is urged "lest we be wearied and faint in
our minds" (verse 3.). Second, we are bidden to "despise not" the
chastenings of the Lord, "nor faint" when we are rebuked of Him
(verse 5). Third, our Christian duty is to "endure" chastening as
becometh the sons of God (verse 7). Fourth, it is pointed out that
since we gave reverence to our earthly fathers when they corrected
us, much more should we "rather be in subjection" unto our
heavenly Father (verse 9). Finally, we learn there will only be the
"peaceable fruit of righteousness" issuing from our afflictions, if we
are duly "exercised thereby" (verse 11).

In the previous articles we have sought to point out some of
the principal considerations which should help the believer to



receive God’s chastisements in a meet and becoming spirit. We have
considered the blessed example left us by our Captain: may we who
have enlisted under His banner diligently follow the same. We have
seen that, however severe may be our trials, they are by no means
extreme: we have not yet "resisted unto blood"—martyrdom has not
overtaken us, as it did many who preceded us: shall we succumb to
the showers, when they defied the fiercest storms! We have dwelt
upon the needs-be for Divine reproof and correction. We have
pointed out the blessed distinction there is between Divine
punishment and Divine chastisement. We have contemplated the
source from which all proceeds, namely, the love of our Father. We
have shown the imperative necessity for the exercise of faith, if the
heart is to be kept in peace while the rod is upon us.

"If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with sons;
for what son is he whom the father chasteneth not? But if ye be
without chastisement, whereof all are partakers, then are ye bastards,
and not sons" (verses 7, 8). In these verses another consideration is
presented for the comfort of those whom God is chastening. That of
which we are here reminded is, that, when the Christian comports
himself properly under Divine correction, he gives proof of his
Divine sonship. If he endure them in a manner becoming to his
profession, he supplies evidence of his Divine adoption. Blessed
indeed is this, an unanswerable reply to Satan’s evil insinuation: so
far from the disciplinary afflictions which the believer encounters
showing that God loves him not, they afford a golden opportunity
for him to exercise and display his unquestioning love of the Father.
If we undergo chastisements with patience and perseverance, then
do we make manifest, both to ourselves and to others, the
genuineness of our profession.

In the verses which are now before us the apostle draws an
inference from and makes a particular application of what had been
previously affirmed, thereby confirming the exhortation. There are
three things therein to be particularly noted. First, the duty which
has been enjoined: Divine chastisements are to be "endured" by us:
that which is included and involved by that term we shall seek to
show in what follows. Second, the great benefit which is gained by a
proper endurance of those chastisements: evidence is thereby
obtained that God is dealing with us as "sons:" not as enemies whom
He hates, but as dear children whom He loves. Third, a solemn



contrast is then drawn, calculated to unmask hypocrites and expose
empty professors: those who are without Divine chastisement are
not sons at all, but "bastards"—claiming the Church for their
mother, yet having not God for their Father: what is signified
thereby will appear in the sequel.

"If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with
sons." This statement supplements what was before us in verse 5.
Both of them speak of the spirit in which chastisements are to be
received by the Christian, only with this difference: verse 5 gives the
negative side, verse 7 the positive. On the one hand, we are not to
"despise" or "faint" under them; on the other hand, they are to be
"endured." It has become an English proverb that "what cannot be
cured must be endured," which is but another way of saying that we
must grit our teeth and make the best of a bad job. It scarcely needs
pointing out that the Holy Spirit has not used the term here in its
lowest and carnal sense, but rather in its noblest and spiritual
signification.

In order to ascertain the force and scope of any word which
is used in Holy Scripture neither its acceptation in ordinary speech
nor its dictionary etymology is to be consulted; instead, a
concordance must be used, so as to find out how it is actually
employed on the sacred page. In the case now before us, we do not
have far to seek, for in the immediate context it is found in a
connection where it cannot be misunderstood. In verse 2 we read
that the Savior "endured the cross," and in verse 3 that He "endured
such contradiction of sinners against Himself." It was in the highest
and noblest sense that Christ "endured" His sufferings: He remained
steadfast under the sorest trials, forsaking not the path of duty. He
meekly and heroically bore the acutest afflictions without
murmuring against or fainting under them. How, then, is the
Christian to conduct himself in the fires? We subjoin a sevenfold
answer.

First, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement inquiringly.
While it be true that all chastisement is not the consequence of
personal disobedience or sinful conduct, yet much of it is so, and
therefore it is always the part of wisdom for us to seek for the why
of it. There is a cause for every effect, and a reason for all God’s
dealings. The Lord does not act capriciously, nor does He afflict
willingly (Lam. 3:33). Every time the Father’s rod fails upon us it is



a call to self-examination, for pondering the path of our feet, for
heeding that repeated word in Haggai "Consider your ways." It is
our bounden duty to search ourselves and seek to discover the
reason of God’s displeasure. This may not be a pleasant exercise,
and if we are honest with ourselves it is likely to occasion us much
concern and sorrow; nevertheless, a broken and contrite heart is
never despised by the One with whom we have to do.

Alas, only too often this self-examination and inquiring into
the cause of our affliction is quite neglected, relief therefrom being
the uppermost thought in the sufferer’s mind. There is a most
solemn warning upon this point in 2 Chronicles 16:12, 13, "And Asa
in the thirty and ninth year of his reign was diseased in his feet, until
his disease was exceeding great; yet in his disease he sought not to
the Lord, but the physicians. And Asa slept with his fathers." How
many professing Christians do likewise today. As soon as sickness
strikes them, their first thought and desire is not that the affliction
may be sanctified unto their souls, but how quickly their bodies may
be relieved. We do not fully agree with some brethren who affirm
that the Christian ought never to call in a doctor, and that the whole
medical fraternity is of the Devil—in such case the Holy Spirit had
never denominated Luke "the beloved physician," nor had Christ
said the sick "need" a physician. On the other hand, it is
unmistakably evident that physical healing is not the first need of an
ailing saint.

Second, the Christian is to '"endure" chastisement
prayerfully. If our inquiry is to be prosecuted successfully, then we
are in urgent need of Divine assistance. Those who rely upon their
own judgment are certain to err. As our hearts are exercised as to the
cause of the chastening, we need to seek earnestly unto God, for it is
only in His light that we "see light" (Ps. 36:9). It is not sufficient to
examine ourselves: we must request the Divine physician to
diagnose our case, saying "Search me, O God, and know my heart:
try me, and know my thoughts and see if there be any wicked way in
me, and lead me in the way everlasting" (Ps. 139:23, 24).
Nevertheless, let it be pointed out that such a request cannot be
presented sincerely unless we have personally endeavored to
thoroughly search ourselves and purpose to continue so doing.

Prayer was never designed to be a substitute for the personal
discharge of duty: rather is it appointed as a means for procuring



help therein. While it remains our duty to honestly scrutinize our
hearts and inspect our ways, measuring them by the holy
requirements of Scripture, yet only the immediate assistance of the
Spirit will enable us to prosecute our quest with any real profit and
success. Therefore we need to enter the secret place and inquire of
the Lord "show me wherefore Thou contendest with me" (Job 10:2).
If we sincerely ask Him to make known unto us what it is in our
ways He is displeased with, and for which He is now rebuking us,
He will not mock us. Request of Him the hearing ear, and He will
tell what is wrong. Let there be no reserve, but an honest desire to
know what needs correcting, and He will show you.

Third, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement humbly.
When the Lord has responded to your request and has made known
the cause of His chastening, see to it that you quarrel not with Him.
If there be any feeling that the scourging is heavier than you
deserve, the thought must be promptly rejected. "Wherefore doth a
living man complain, a man for the punishment (or chastisement) of
his sins?" (Lam. 3:39). If we take issue with the Most High, we shall
only be made to smart the more for our pains. Rather must we seek
grace to heed that word, "Humble yourselves therefore under the
mighty hand of God" (1 Pet. 5:6). Ask Him to quicken conscience,
shine into your heart, and bring to light the hidden things of
darkness, so that you may perceive your inward sins as well as your
outward. And then will you exclaim, "I know, O Lord, that Thy
judgments are right, and that Thou in faithfulness hast afflicted me"
(Ps. 119:75).

Fourth, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement patiently.
Probably that is the prime thought in our text: steadfastness, a
resolute continuance in the path of duty, an abiding service of God
with all our hearts, notwithstanding the present trial, is what we are
called unto. But Satan whispers, "What is the use? you have
endeavored, earnestly, to please the Lord, and how is He rewarding
you? You cannot satisfy Him: the more you give, the more He
demands; He is a hard and tyrannical Master." Such vile suggestions
must be put from us as the malicious lies of him who hates God and
seeks to encompass our destruction. God has only your good in view
when the rod is laid upon you. Just as the grass needs to be mown to
preserve its freshness, as the vine has to be pruned to ensure its
fruitfulness, as friction is necessary to produce electric power, as fire



alone will consume the dross, even so the discipline of trial is
indispensable for the education of the Christian.

"Let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we
shall reap, if we faint not" (Gal. 6:9). Keep before you the example
of Christ: He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, yet before His
shearers He was "dumb." He never fretted or murmured, and we are
to "follow His steps." "Let patience have her perfect work" (James
1:4). For this we have to be much in prayer; for this we need the
strengthening help of the Holy Spirit. God tells us that chastisement
is not "joyous" but "grievous": if it were not, it would not be
"chastening." But He also assures us that "afterwards it yieldeth the
peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised
thereby" (Heb. 12:11). Lay hold of that word "afterward": anticipate
the happy sequel, and in the comfort thereof continue pressing
forward along the path of duty. "Better is the end of a thing than the
beginning thereof: and the patient in spirit is better than the proud in
spirit" (Ecclesiastes 7:8).

Fifth, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement believingly.
This was how Job endured his: "The Lord gave, and the Lord hath
taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord" (Heb. 1:21). Ah, he
looked behind all secondary causes, and perceived that above the
Sabeans and Chaldeans was Jehovah Himself. But is it not at this
point we most often fail? Only too frequently we see only the
injustice of men, the malice of the world, the enmity of Satan, in our
trials: that is walking by sight. Faith brings God into the scene. "I
had fainted, unless I had believed to see the goodness of the Lord in
the land of the living" (Ps. 27:13). It is an adage of the world that
"Seeing is believing:" but in the spiritual realm, the order is
reversed: there we must "believe" in order to "see." And what is it
which the saint most desires to "see"? Why, "the goodness of the
Lord," for unless he sees that, he "faints." And how does faith see
"the goodness of the Lord" in chastisements? By viewing them as
proceeding from God’s love, as ordered by His wisdom, and as
designed for our profit.

As the bee sucks honey out of the bitter herb, so faith may
extract much good from afflictions. Faith can turn water into wine,
and make bread out of stones. Unbelief gives up in the hour of trial
and sinks in despair; but faith keeps the head above water and
hopefully looks for deliverance. Human reason may not be able to



understand the mysterious ways of God, but faith knows that the
sorest disappointments and the heaviest losses are among the "all
things" which work together for our good. Carnal friends may tell us
that it is useless to strive any longer; but faith says, "Though He slay
me, yet will I trust in Him" (Job 13:15). What a wonderful promise
is that in Psalm 91:15, "I will be with him in trouble: I will deliver
him." Ah, but faith alone can feel that Presence, and faith alone can
enjoy now the assured deliverance. It was because of the joy set
before Him (by the exercise of faith) that Christ "endured the cross,"
and only as we view God’s precious promises will we patiently
endure our cross.

Sixth, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement hopefully.
Though quite distinct, the line of demarcation between faith and
hope is not a very broad one, and in some of the things said above
we have rather anticipated what belongs to this particular point. "For
we are saved by hope: but hope that is seen is not hope: for what a
man seeth, why doth he yet hope for? But if we hope for that we see
not, then do we with patience wait for it" (Rom. 8:24, 25). This
passage clearly intimates that "hope" relates to the future. "Hope" in
Scripture is far more than a warrantless wish: it is a firm conviction
and a comforting expectation of a future good. Now inasmuch as
chastisement, patiently and believingly endured, is certain to issue in
blessing, hope is to be exercised. "When He hath tried me, I shall
come forth as gold" (Job 23:10): that is the language of confident
expectation.

While it be true that faith supports the heart under trial, it is
equally a fact—though less recognized—that hope buoys it up.
When the wings of hope are spread, the soul is able to soar above
the present distress, and inhale the invigorating air of future bliss.
"For our light affliction which is but for a moment, worketh for us a
far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory: while we look not at
the things which are seen, but at the things which are unseen" (2
Cor. 4:17, 18): that also is the language of joyous anticipation. No
matter how dark may the clouds which now cover thy horizon, ere
long the Sun of righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings.
Then seek to walk in the steps of our father Abraham, "who against
hope, believed in hope, that he might become the father of many
nations" (Rom. 4:18).

Seventh, the Christian is to "endure" chastisement thankfully.



Be grateful, my despondent brother, that the great God cares so
much for a worm of the earth as to be at such pains in your spiritual
education. O what a marvel that the Maker of heaven and earth
should go to so much trouble in His son-training of us! Fail not,
then, to thank Him for His goodness, His faithfulness, His patience,
toward thee. "We are chastened of the Lord (now) that we should not
be condemned with the world" in the day to come (1 Cor. 11:32):
what cause for praise is this! If the Lord Jesus, on the awful night of
His betrayal, "sang a hymn" (Matthew 26:30), how much more
should we, under our infinitely lighter sorrows, sound forth the
praises of our God. May Divine grace enable both writer and reader
to "endure chastening" in this sevenfold spirit, and then will God be
glorified and we advantaged.

"If ye endure chastening, God dealeth with you as with
sons." This does not mean that upon our discharge of the duty
enjoined God will act toward us "as with sons"; for this He does in
the chastisements themselves, as the apostle has clearly shown. No,
rather, the force of these words is, If ye endure chastening, then you
have the evidence in yourselves that God deals with you as sons. In
other words, the more I am enabled to conduct myself under
troubles as becometh a child of God, the clearer is the proof of my
Divine adoption. The new birth is known by its fruits, and the more
my spiritual graces are exercised under testing, the more do I make
manifest my regeneration. Furthermore, the clearer the evidence of
my regeneration, the clearer do I perceive the dealings of a Father
toward me in His discipline.

The patient endurance of chastenings is not only of great
price in the sight of God, but is of inestimable value unto the souls
of them that believe. While it be true that the sevenfold description
we have given above depicts not the spirit in which all Christians do
receive chastening, but rather the spirit in which they ought to
receive it, and that all coming short thereof is to be mourned and
confessed before God; nevertheless, it remains that no truly born-
again person continues to either utterly "despise" the rod or
completely "faint" beneath it. No, herein lies a fundamental
difference between the good-ground hearer and the stony-ground
one: of the former it is written, "The righteous also shall hold on his
way" (Job. 17:9); of the latter, it is recorded, "Yet hath he not root in
himself, but dureth for a while: for when tribulation or persecution



ariseth because of the Word, immediately he is offended" (Matthew
13:21).

A mere suffering of things calamitous is not, in itself, any
evidence of our acceptance with God. Man is born unto trouble as
the sparks fly upwards, so that afflictions or chastisements are no
pledges of our adoption; but if we "endure" them with any measure
of real faith, submission and perseverance, so that we "faint not"
under them—abandon not the Faith or entirely cease seeking to
serve the Lord—then do we demonstrate our Divine sonship. So too
it is the proper frame of our minds and the due exercise of our hearts
which lets in a sense of God’s gracious design toward us in His
chastenings. The Greek word for "dealeth with us as with sons" is
very blessed: literally it signifies "he offereth Himself unto us:" He
proposeth Himself not as an enemy, but as a Friend; not as toward
strangers, but as toward His own beloved children.

"But if ye be without chastisement, whereof all are partakers,
then are ye bastards, and not sons" (verse 8). These words present
the reverse side of the argument established in the preceding verse:
since it be true, both in the natural and in the spiritual realm, that
disciplinary dealing is inseparable from the relation between fathers
and sons, so that an evidence of adoption is to be clearly inferred
therefrom, it necessarily follows that those who are "without
chastisement" are not children at all. What we have here is a testing
and discriminative rule, which it behoves each of us to measure
himself by. That we may not err therein, let us attend to its several
terms.

When the apostle says, "But if ye be without chastisement,
whereof all are partakers," it is obvious that his words are not to be
taken in their widest latitude: the word "all" refers not to all men, but
to the "sons" of whom he is speaking. In like manner,
"chastisement" is not here to be taken for everything that is grievous
and afflictive, for none entirely escape trouble in this life. But
comparatively speaking, there are those who are largely exempt:
such the Psalmist referred to when he said, "For there are no bands
in their death: but their strength is firm. They are not in trouble as
other men; neither are they plagued like other men" (Ps. 73:4, 5).
No, it is God’s disciplinary dealings which the apostle is speaking
of, corrective instruction which promotes holiness. There are many
professors who, whatever trials they may experience, are without



any Divine chastisement for their good.

Those who are "without chastisement" are but "bastards." It
is common knowledge that bastards are despised and neglected—
though unjustly so—by those who illegitimately begot them: they
are not the objects of that love and care as those begotten in
wedlock. This solemn fact has its counterpart in the religious realm.
There is a large class who are destitute of Divine chastisements, for
they give no evidence that they receive them, endure them, or
improve them. There is a yet more solemn meaning in this word:
under the law "bastards" had no right of inheritance: "A bastard shall
not enter into the congregation of the Lord" (Deut. 23:2): No cross,
no crown: to be without God’s disciplinary chastenings now, means
that we must be excluded from His presence hereafter. Here, then, is
a further reason why the Christian should be contented with his
present lot: the Father’s rod upon him now evidences his title unto
the Inheritance in the day to come.



Hebrews 12:9

Chapter 90 - Divine Chastisement

The apostle Paul did not, like so many of our moderns, hurry
through a subject and dismiss an unpleasant theme with a brief
sentence or two. No, he could say truthfully, "I kept back nothing
that was profitable unto you." His chief concern was not to please,
but to help his hearers and readers. Well did he know the tendency
of the heart to turn away quickly from what is searching and
humbling, unto that which is more attractive and consoling. But so
far from acceding to this spirit, he devoted as much attention unto
exhortation as instruction, unto reproving as comforting, unto duties
as expounding promises; while the latter was given its due place the
former was not neglected. It behooves each servant of God to study
the methods of the apostles, and seek wisdom and grace to emulate
their practice; only thus will they preserve the balance of Truth, and
be delivered from "handling the Word deceitfully" (2 Cor. 4:2).

Some years ago, when the editor was preaching a series of
sermons on Hebrews 12:3-11, several members of the congregation
intimated they were growing weary of hearing so much upon the
subject of Divine chastisement. Alas, the very ones who chafed so
much at hearing about God’s rod, have since been smitten the most
severely by it. Should any of our present readers feel the same way
about the writer’s treatment of this same passage, he would lovingly
warn them that, though these articles may seem gloomy and irksome
while prosperity be smiling upon them, nevertheless they will be
well advised to "hearken and hear for the time to come" (Isa. 42:23).
The sun will not always be shining upon you, dear reader, and if you
now store these thoughts up in your memory, they may stand you in
good stead when your sky becomes overcast.

Sooner or later, this portion of Holy Writ will apply very
pertinently unto each of our cases. God "scourgeth every son whom
He receiveth." None of the followers of "The Man of sorrows" are
exempted from sorrow. It has been truly said that "God had one Son
without sin, but none without suffering." So much depends upon



how we "endure" suffering: the spirit in which it be received, the
graces which are exercised by it, and the improvement which we
make of it. Our attitude toward God, and the response which we
make unto His disciplinary dealings with us, means that we shall
either honor or dishonor Him, and suffer loss or reap gain therefrom.
Manifold are our obligations to comport ourselves becomingly when
God is pleased to scourge us, and many and varied are the motives
and arguments which the Spirit, through the apostle, here presents to
us for this end.

In the verse which is now to be before us a further reason is
given showing the need of the Christian’s duty to meekly bear God’s
chastenings. First, the apostle had reminded the saints of the
teaching of Scripture, verse 5: how significant that he began with
that! Second, he had comforted them with the assurance that the rod
is wielded not by wrath, but in tender solicitude, verse 6. Third, he
affirmed that God chastens all His children without exception,
bastards only escaping, verses 7, 8. Now he reminds us that we had
natural parents who corrected us, and we gave them reverence. Our
earthly fathers had the right, because of their relationship, to
discipline us, and we acquiesced. If, then, it was right and meet for
us to submit to their corrections, how much more ought we to be in
subjection unto our heavenly Father when He reproves us.

"Furthermore, we have had fathers of our flesh, which
corrected us, and we gave them reverence: shall we not much rather
be in subjection unto the Father of spirits, and live?" (verse 9). The
opening "Furthermore" is really humbling and searching. One would
think sufficient had been said in the previous verses to make us be
submissive under and thankful for the tender discipline of our God.
Is it not enough to be told that the Scriptures teach us to expect
chastisements, and exhort us not to despise them? Is it not sufficient
to be assured that these chastisements proceed from the very heart of
our Father, being appointed and regulated by His love? No, a
"furthermore" is needed by us! The Holy Spirit deigns to supply
further reasons for bringing our unruly hearts into subjection. This
should indeed humble us, for the implication is clear that we are
slow to heed and bow beneath the rod. Yea, is it not sadly true that
the older we become, the more need there is for our being
chastened?

The writer has been impressed by the fact, both in his study



of the Word and his observation of fellow-Christians, that, as a
general rule, God uses the rod very little and very lightly upon the
babes and younger members of His family, but that He employs it
more frequently and severely on mature Christians. We have often
heard older saints warning younger brethren and sisters of their great
danger, yet it is striking to observe that Scripture records not a single
instance of a young saint disgracing his profession. Recall the
histories of young Joseph, the Hebrew maid in Naaman’s household,
David as a stripling engaging Goliath, Daniel’s early days, and his
three youthful companions in the furnace; and it will be found that
all of them quitted themselves nobly. On the other hand, there are
numerous examples where men in middle life and of grey hairs
grievously dishonored their Lord.

It is true that young Christians are feeblest, and with rare
exceptions, they know it; and therefore does God manifest His grace
and power by upholding them: it is the "lambs" which He carries in
His arms! But some older Christians seem far less conscious of their
danger, and so God often suffers them to have a fall, that He may
stain the pride of their self-glory, and that others may see it is
nothing in the flesh—standing, rank, age, or attainments—which
insures our safety; but that He upholds the humble and casts down
the proud. David did not fall into his great sin till he had reached the
prime of life. Lot did not transgress most grossly till he was an old
man. Isaac seems to have become a glutton in his old age, and was
as a vessel no longer "meet for the Master’s use," which rusted out
rather than wore out. It was after a life of walking with God, and
building the ark, that Noah disgraced himself. The worst sin of
Moses was committed not at the beginning but at the end of the
wilderness journey. Hezekiah became puffed up with pride near the
sunset of his life. What warnings are these!

God thus shows us there is no protection in years. Yea, added
years seem to call for increased chastenings. Often there is more
grumbling and complaining among the aged pilgrims than the
younger ones: it is true their nerves can stand less, but God’s grace
is sufficient for worn-out nerves. Often there is more occupation
with self and circumstances among the fathers and mothers in Israel,
and less talking of Christ and His wondrous love, than there is
among the babes. Yes, there is, much need for all of us to heed the
opening "furthermore" of our text. Every physician will tell us there



are some diseases which become more troublesome in middle life,
and others which are incident to old age. The same is true of
different forms of sinning. If we are more liable to certain sins in our
youth, we are in greater danger of others in advanced years.
Undoubtedly it is the case that the older we get, the more need there
is to heed this "furthermore" which prefaces the call of our being in
subjection to the Father of spirits. If we do not need more grace,
certain it is that we need as much grace, when we are grown old as
while we are growing up.

The aged meet with as many temptations as do young
Christians. They are tempted to live in the past, rather than in the
future. They are tempted to take things easier, spiritually as well as
temporally, so that it has to be said of some "ye did run well." O to
be like Paul "the aged," who was in full harness to the end. They are
tempted to be unduly occupied with their increasing infirmities; but
is it not written "the Spirit also helpeth our infirmities"! Yet, because
this is affirmed, we must not think there is no longer need to
earnestly seek His help. This comforting word is given in order that
we should frequently and confidently pray for this very thing. If it
were not recorded, we might doubt His readiness to do so, and
wonder if we were asking "according to His will." Because it is
recorded, when feeling our "infirmities" press most heavily upon us,
let us cry, "O Holy Spirit of God, do as Thou hast said, and help us."

In this connection let us remind ourselves of that verse,
"Who satisfieth thy mouth with good things: so that thy youth is
renewed like the eagle’s" (Ps. 103:5) The eagle is a bird renowned
for its longevity, often living to be more than a hundred years old.
The eagle is also the high-soaring bird, building its nest on the
mountain summit. But how is the eagle’s youth renewed? By a new
crop of feathers, by the rejuvenation of its wings. And that is
precisely what some middle-aged and elderly Christians need: the
rejuvenation of their spiritual wings—the wings of faith, of hope, of
zeal, of love for souls, of devotedness to Christ. So many leave their
first love, lose the joy of their espousals, and instead of setting
before younger Christians a bright example of trustfulness and
cheerfulness, they often discourage by gloominess and slothfulness.
Thus God’s chastenings increase in severity and frequency!

Dear friend, instead of saying, "The days of my usefulness
are over," rather reason, The night cometh when no man can work;



therefore I must make the most of my opportunities while it is yet
called day. For your encouragement let it be stated that the most
active worker in a church of which the editor was pastor was
seventy-seven years old when he went there, and during his stay of
three and a half years she did more for the Lord, and was a greater
stimulus to him, than any other member of that church. She lived
another eight years, and they were, to the very end, filled with
devoted service to Christ. We believe that the Lord will yet say of
her, as of another woman, "She hath done what she could." O
brethren and sisters, especially you who are feeling the weight of
years, heed that word, "Be not weary in well doing, for in due
season, we shall reap, if we faint not" (Gal. 6:9).

"Furthermore, we have had fathers of our flesh which
corrected us and we gave them reverence." It is the duty of children
to give the reverence of obedience unto the just commands of their
parents, and the reverence of submission to their correction when
disobedient. As parents have a charge from God to minister
correction to their children when it is due—and not spoil them unto
their ruin—so children have a command from God to receive
parental reproof in a proper spirit, and not to be discontented,
stubborn, or rebellious. For a child to be insubordinate under
correction, evidences a double fault; the very correction shows a
fault has been committed, and insubordination under correction is
only adding wrong to wrong. "We gave them reverence," records the
attitude of dutiful children toward their sires: they neither ran away
from home in a huff, nor became so discouraged as to quit the path
of duty.

From this law of the human home, the apostle points out the
humble and submissive conduct which is due unto God when He
disciplines His children: "Shall we not much rather be in subjection
unto the Father of spirits?" The "much rather" points a contrast
suggested by the analogy: that contrast is at least fourfold. First, the
former chastening proceeded from those who were our fathers
according to the flesh; the other is given by Him who is our
heavenly Father. Second, the one was sometimes administered in
imperfect knowledge and irritable temper; the other comes from
unerring wisdom and untiring love. Third, the one was during but a
brief period, when we were children; the other continues throughout
the whole of our Christian life. Fourth, the one was designed for our



temporal good; the other has in view our spiritual and eternal
welfare. Then how much more should we readily submit unto the
latter.

"Shall we not much rather be in subjection unto the Father of
spirits?" By nature we are not in subjection. We are born into this
world filled with the spirit of insubordination: as the descendants of
our rebellious first parents, we inherit their evil nature. "Man is born
like a wild ass’s colt" (Job 11:12). This is very unpalatable and
humbling, but nevertheless it is true. As Isaiah 53:6 tells us, "we
have turned every one to his own way," and that is one of opposition
to the revealed will of God. Even at conversion this wild and
rebellious nature is not eradicated. A new nature is given, but the old
one lusts against it. It is because of this that discipline and
chastisement are needed by us, and the great design of these is to
bring us into subjection unto the Father of spirits. To be "in
subjection unto the father" is a phrase of extensive import, and it is
well that we should understand its various significations.

1. It denotes an acquiescence in God’s sovereign right to do
with us as He pleases. "I was dumb, I opened not my mouth:
because thou didst it" (Ps. 39:9). It is the duty of saints to be mute
under the rod and silent beneath the sharpest afflictions. But this is
only possible as we see the hand of God in them. If His hand be not
seen in the trial, the heart will do nothing but fret and fume. "And
the king said, What have I to do with you, ye sons of Zeruiah? so let
him curse, because the Lord hath said unto him, Curse David. Who
shall then say, Wherefore hast thou done so? And David said to
Abishai, and to all his servants, Behold, my son, which came forth
of my bowels, seeketh my life: How much more now may this
Benjamite do it? let him alone, and let him curse, for the Lord hath
bidden him" (2 Sam. 16:10, 11). What an example of complete
submission to the sovereign will of the Most High was this! David
knew that Shimei could not curse him without God’s permission.

"This will set my heart at rest,

What my God appoints is best."

But with rare exceptions many chastenings are needed to
bring us to this place, and to keep us there.

2. It implies a renunciation of self-will. To be in subjection
unto the Father presupposes a surrendering and resigning of
ourselves to Him. A blessed illustration of this is found in Leviticus



10:1-3, "And Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, took either of
them his censer, and put fire therein, and put incense thereon, and
offered strange fire before the Lord, which He commanded them
not. And there went out fire from the Lord, and devoured them, and
they died before the Lord. Then Moses said unto Aaron, This is it
that the Lord spake, saying, I will be sanctified in them that come
nigh Me, and before all the people I will be glorified. And Aaron
held his peace." Consider the circumstances. Aaron’s two sons, most
probably intoxicated at the time, were suddenly cut off by Divine
judgment. Their father had no warning to prepare him for this trial;
yet he "held his peace!" O quarrel not against Jehovah: be clay in the
hands of the Potter: take Christ’s yoke upon you, and learn of Him
who was "meek and lowly in heart."

3. It signifies an acknowledgment of God’s righteousness
and wisdom in all His dealings with us. We must vindicate God.
This is what the Psalmist did: "I know, O Lord, that Thy judgments
are right, and that Thou in faithfulness hast afflicted me" (Ps.
119:75). Let us see to it that Wisdom is ever justified by her
children: let our confession of her be, "Righteous art Thou, O Lord,
and upright are Thy judgments" (Ps. 119:137). Whatever be sent, we
must vindicate the Sender of all things: the Judge of all the earth
cannot do wrong. Stifle, then, the rebellious murmur, What have I
done to deserve such treatment by God? and say with the Psalmist,
"He hath not dealt with us after our sins, nor rewarded us according
to our iniquities" (Ps. 103:10). Why, my reader, if God dealt with us
only according to the strict rule of His justice, we had been in Hell
long ago: "If Thou, Lord, shouldest mark ("impute") iniquities, O
Lord, who shall stand?" (Ps. 130:3).

The Babylonian captivity was the severest affliction which
God ever brought upon His earthly people during O.T. times, yet
even then a renewed heart acknowledged God’s righteousness in it:
"Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty and the terrible God,
who keepest covenant and mercy, let not all the trouble seem little
before Thee, that hath come upon us, on our kings, on our princes,
and our priests, and on our prophets, and on our fathers, and on all
Thy people, since the time of the kings of Assyria unto this day.
Howbeit Thou art just in all that is brought upon us: for Thou hast
done right, but we have done wickedly" (Nehemiah 9:32, 33). God’s
enemies may talk of His injustice; but let His children proclaim His



righteousness. Because God is good, He can do nothing but what is
right and good.

4. It includes a recognition of His care and a sense of His
love. There is a sulking submission, and there is a cheerful
submission. There is a fatalistic submission which takes this attitude
—this is inevitable, so I must bow to it; and there is a thankful
submission, receiving with gratitude whatever God may be pleased
to send us. "It is good for me that I have been aftlicted; that I might
learn Thy statutes" (Ps. 119:71). The Psalmist viewed his
chastisements with the eye of faith, and doing so he perceived the
love behind them. Remember that when God brings His people into
the wilderness it is that they may learn more of His sufficiency, and
that when He casts them into the furnace, it is that they may enjoy
more of His presence.

5. It involves an active performance of His will. True
submission unto the "Father of spirits" is something more than a
passive thing. The other meanings of this expression which we have
considered above are more or less of a negative character, but there
is a positive and active side to it as well, and it is important that this
should be recognized by us. To be "in subjection" to God also means
that we are to walk in His precepts and run in the way of His
commandments. Negatively, we are not to be murmuring rebels;
positively, we are to be obedient children. We are required to be
submissive unto God’s Word, so that our thoughts are formed and
our ways regulated by it. There is not only a suffering of God’s will,
but a doing of it—an actual performance of duty. When we utter that
petition in the prayer which the Savior has given us, "Thy will be
done," something more is meant than a pious acquiescence unto the
pleasure of the Almighty: it also signifies, may Thy will be
performed by me. Subjection "unto the Father of spirits," then, is the
practical owning of His Lordship.

Two reasons for such subjection are suggested in our text.
First, because the One with whom we have to do is our Father. O
how profoundly thankful we should be that the Lord God stands
revealed to us as the "Father"—our Father, because the Father of our
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and He rendered perfect obedience
unto Him. It is but right and meet that children should honor their
parents by being in complete subjection to them: not to do so is to
ignore their relationship, despise their authority, and slight their



love. How much more ought we to be in subjection unto our
heavenly Father: there is nothing tyrannical about Him: His
commandments are not grievous: He has only our good at heart.
"Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us,
that we should be called the sons of God" (1 John 3:1), then let us
earnestly endeavor to express our gratitude by dutifully walking
before Him as obedient children, and no matter how mysterious may
be His dealings with us, say with the Savior, "The cup which My
Father hath given Me, shall I not drink it?" (John 18:11).

The particular title of God found in our text calls for a brief
comment. It is placed in antithesis from "fathers of our flesh," which
has reference to their begetting of our bodies. True, our bodies also
are a real creation on the part of God, yet in connection therewith He
is pleased to use human instrumentalities. But in connection with the
immaterial part of our beings, God is the immediate and alone
Creator of them. As the renowned Owen said, "The soul is
immediately created and infused; having no other father but God
Himself," and rightly did that eminent theologian add, "This is the
fundamental reason of our perfect subjection unto God in all
afflictions, namely, that our very souls are His, the immediate
product of His Divine power, and under his rule alone. May He not
do as He wills with His own?" The expression "Father of spirits,"
refutes, then, the error of traducianists, who suppose that the soul,
equally with the body, is transmitted by our parents. In Numbers
16:22 He is called "the God of the spirits of all flesh" which refers to
all men naturally; while the "Father of spirits" in our text includes
the new nature in the regenerate.

The second reason for our subjection to the Father is,
because this is the secret of true happiness, which is pointed out in
the final words of our text "and live." The first meaning of those
words is, "and be happy." This is clear from Deuteronomy 5:33, "Ye
shall walk in all the ways which the Lord your God hath
commanded you, that ye may live, and that it may be well with you,
and that ye may prolong your days in the land which ye shall
possess:" observe the words "prolong your days" are added to "that
ye may live," which obviously signifies "that ye may be happy"—
compare Exodus 10:17, where Pharaoh called the miseries of the
plagues "this death." Life ceases to be life when we are wretched. It
is the making of God’s will our haven, which secures the true



resting-place for the heart. The rebellious are fretful and miserable,
but "great peace have they which love Thy law and nothing shall
offend them" (Ps. 119:165). "Take My yoke upon you," said Christ,
"and ye shall find rest unto your souls." Alas, the majority of
professing Christians are so little in subjection to God, they have
just enough religion to make them miserable.

"Shall we not much rather be in subjection unto the Father of
spirits and live?" No doubt words of this verse point these to a
designed contrast from Deuteronomy 21:18-21, "If a man have a
stubborn and rebellious son, which will not obey the voice of his
father, or the voice of his mother, and that, when they have
chastened him, will not hearken unto them: Then shall his father and
his mother lay hold on him, and bring him out unto the elders of his
city, and unto the gate of his place . . . And all the men of his city
shall stone him with stones, that he die." "The increase of spiritual
life in this world, and eternal life in the world to come, is that
whereunto they (the words "and live") tend" (John Owen).



Hebrews 12:10

Chapter 91 - Divine Chastisement

Would any Christian in his right mind dare to pray, Let me
not be afflicted, no matter what good it should do me? And if he
were unwilling and afraid to pray thus, why should he murmur when
it so falls out? Alas, what a wide breach there is, usually, between
our praying and the rest of our conduct. Again; if our rescuer
dislocated our shoulder when pulling us out of the water in which
we were drowning, would we be angry with him? Of course not.
Then why fret against the Lord when He afflicts the body in order to
better the soul? If God takes away outward comforts and fills us
with inward peace, if he removes our worldly wealth but imparts to
us more of the true riches, then, instead of having ground for
complaint, we have an abundant cause for thanksgiving and praise.
Then why should I fear to enter the dark shaft of tribulation if
persuaded that it leads to the gold mines of spiritual experience.

In Scripture, afflictions are compared to fire that purges
away the dross (1 Pet. 1:7), to the fan which drives away the chaff
(Matthew 3:12), to a pruning-hook which cuts off superfluous
branches and makes more fruitful the others that remain (John 15:2),
to physic that purges away poisonous matter (Isa. 27:9), to plowing
and harrowing the ground that it may be prepared to receive good
seed (Jer. 4:3). Then why should we be so upset when God is
pleased to use the fire upon us in order to remove our dross, to
employ the fan so as to winnow away the chaff, to take the pruning-
hook to lop off the superfluities of our souls, to give us physic to
purge out our corruptions and filth, to drive the plow into us so as to
break up our fallow ground and to destroy the weeds which grow in
our souls? Should we not rather rejoice that He will not leave us
alone in our carnality, but rather fit us to become partakers of His
holiness?

A little child requires much coaxing (at times, something
more!) in order to make him take his medicine. He may be very ill,
and mother may earnestly assure him that the unpleasant potion will



bring sure relief; but the little one cries out, "I cannot take it, it is so
nasty." But adults, generally, need not have the doctor argue and
plead with them: they will swallow the bitterest remedy if convinced
that it will do them good. The application of this to spiritual matters
is obvious. Those Christians who are but spiritual babes, fret and
fume when called upon to endure Divine chastisement, knowing not
the gains they will receive if it be accepted in the right spirit. But
those who have grown in grace, and become men in Christ, who
know that all things work together for good to them that love God,
and who have learned by experience the precious fruits which issue
from sanctified afflictions, accept from God the bitterest cup, and
thank Him for it.

But alas, many of God’s people are but infants
experimentally, and need much coaxing to reconcile them to the cup
of trial. Therefore is it needful to present to our consideration one
argument after another. Such is the case here in Hebrews 12: if one
line of reasoning does not suffice, perhaps another will. The
Christian is very skeptical and takes much convincing. We have
heard a person say to one who claims he has done, or can do, some
remarkable thing, "You must show me before I will believe you."
Most of us are very much like that in connection with spiritual
things. Though the Scriptures assure us, again and again, that
chastisement proceeds from our Father’s love, and is designed for
our good, yet we are slow, very slow, to really believe it. Therefore
does the apostle here proceed from one consideration to another so
as to assure the hearts and establish the faith of his afflicted brethren
upon this important subject.

O that our hearts might be so taught by the Spirit, our
understandings so enlightened, our faith so strengthened by Him,
that we would be more grateful and increasingly thankful for the
merciful discipline of our Father. What a proof of His love is this,
that in His chastening of us, His object is to bring us nearer Himself
and make us more like His blessed Son. The more highly we prize
health, the more willing are we to take that which would cure our
sickness; and the more we value holiness (which is the health of our
souls) the gladder shall we be for that which is a means to increase
the same in us. We are on a low plane of spiritual experience, if we
do nothing more than simply "bow" to God’s hand. Scripture says,
"Giving thanks always, for all things unto God and the Father in the



name of our Lord Jesus Christ" (Eph. 5:20); and again it exhorts us
"Rejoice in the Lord alway" (Phil. 4:4). We are to "glory in
tribulation" (Rom. 5:3), and we shall when we perceive more clearly
and fully what blessed fruits are brought forth under the pruning
knife.

"For they verily for a few days chastened us after their own
pleasure; but He for our profit, that we might be partakers of His
holiness" (v. 10). This is a continuation of what was before us in the
previous verse. A further reason is given why Christians should be
"in subjection unto" their heavenly Father, when His correcting rod
is laid upon them. Not only is it becoming for them so to do,
because of the relationship which exists between them: but it is also
meet they should act thus, because of the gains they receive thereby.
The consideration which the apostle now presents to the attention of
the afflicted saints is really a double one. First, the chastisement we
received from our earthly parents had reference mainly to our good
in this life, whereas the disciplinary dealings of our heavenly Father
looks forward to the life to come (2 Cor. 4:17). Second, the
chastisement of our earthly parents was often a matter of their
caprice and sometimes issued from irritability of temper, but the rod
of our heavenly Father is wielded by infinite goodness and wisdom,
and has in view our well being.

We regard the words "for they verily for a few days
chastened us" as referring not so much to the brief season of our
childhood, but more to the fact that our parents had only our
temporal interests in view: whereas God has our eternal welfare
before Him. "The apostle seems to bring in this circumstance to
contrast the dealings of earthly parents with those of God. One of
the circumstances is, that the corrections of earthly parents had a
much less important object than those of God. They related to this
life—a life so brief that it may be said to continue but a "few days."
Yet, in order to secure the benefit to be derived for so short a period
from fatherly correction, we submitted without murmuring. Much
more cheerfully ought we to submit to that discipline from the hand
of our heavenly Father which is designed to extend its benefits
through eternity" (A. Barnes).

The added words "after their own pleasure" or "as seemed
good" to them, points another contrast between the disciplinary
dealings of our earthly parents and those of our heavenly Father. In



their infirmity, sometimes the rod was used upon us in a fit of anger,
rather than from a loving desire to reform our manners. "Meaning
that it was sometimes clone arbitrarily, or under the influence of
passion. This is an additional reason why we should submit to God.
We submitted to our earthly parents, though their correction was
sometimes passionate, and was designed to gratify their own
pleasure rather than to promote our good. There is much of this kind
of punishment in families; but there in none of it under the
administration of God. ‘But He for our profit:’ never from passion,
from caprice, from the love of power or superiority, but always for
our good" (A. Barnes).

Now the particular contribution which our present verse
makes to the subject of chastisement is, the apostle here makes
known the general end or design of God in the same, namely "our
profit." And let it be pointed out that whatsoever He purposes must
surely come to pass, for He will make the means He employs
effectual unto the accomplishment of His end. Many are the
blessings comprehended and various are the fruits produced through
and by means of Divine chastisement. This word "for our profit" is a
very embracing one, including the development of our characters,
the enrichment of our spiritual lives, a closer conformity to the
image of Christ. The same truth is found again in the "that we might
be partakers of His holiness:" that our lusts might be mortified, our
graces vivified, our souls sanctified. Whatever be the form, degree,
or duration of our afflictions, all is ordered by infinite wisdom so as
to secure this object. But to particularize: the benefits of Divine
chastisement—

1. It weans us from the world. One of the greatest surprises
of the writer’s Christian life in connection with his fellow-saints has
been, not their ignorance, nor even their inconsistencies, but their
earthliness, their reluctance to leave this world. As "strangers and
pilgrims" we should be longing and yearning for our Heavenly
Home; as those who are away from Him whom they love best, we
should desire to "depart and be with Him" (Phil. 1:23). Paul did.
Christ has promised to return for His people, yet how few of them
are daily crying, "Even so, come, Lord Jesus." How rarely we hear
them saying, in the language of the mother of Sisera, "Why is His
chariot so long in coming? why tarry the wheels of His chariot?”

"And all the trials here we see



Should make us long to be with Thee."

Scripture speaks of this world as a "dry and thirsty land,
where no water is" (Ps. 63:1), and God intends for us to prove this in
our experiences. His Word also affirms that this world is a "dark
place" (2 Pet. 1:19), and He means for us to discover that this is so.

One would think that after the soul had once seen the King in
His beauty, it would henceforth discover no attractions elsewhere.
one would suppose that once we had quenched our thirst at the
Fountain of living waters, we would no more want to drink from the
unsatisfying and polluted cisterns of this world. Surely now that we
have experienced a taste and foretaste of Heaven itself, we shall be
repelled and nauseated by the poor husks this world has to offer. But
alas! the "old man" is still in us, unchanged; and though Divine
grace subdues his activities, still he is very much alive. It is because
of this that we are called on to "crucify the flesh with its affections
and lusts." And this is not only an unpalatable, but a very hard task.
Therefore does God in His mercy help us: help us by chastenings,
which serve to loosen the roots of our souls downward and tighten
the anchor-hold of our hearts Heavenward.

This God does in various ways. Sometimes He causes us to
lose our confidence in and draw us away from fellowship with
worldings by receiving cruel treatment at their hands. "Come out
from among them, and be ye separate" is the Lord’s word to His
people. But they are slow to heed; oftentimes they must be driven
out. So with worldly pleasures: God often makes the grapes of
earthly joys bitter to our taste, so that we should no longer seek after
them. It is earthly disappointments and worldly disillusionments
which make us sigh for our Heavenly Home. While the Hebrews
enjoyed the land of Goshen they were content: hard and cruel
bondage was needed to make them ready to leave for the promised
land. We were once familiar with a Christian who had formed a
habit of meeting each worldly difficulty or trial to the flesh by
saying, "This is only another nail in my coffin." But that is a very
gloomy way of viewing things: rather should the children of God
say after each trial or affliction, "That severs another strand in the
rope which binds me to this world, and makes me long all the more
for Heaven.

2. It casts us back the more upon God. By nature we are
filled with a spirit of independency. The fallen sons of Adam are like



wild asses’ colts. Chastisement is designed to empty us of our self-
sufficiency, to make us feel weakness and helplessness. If "in their
affliction they will seek Me early" (Hos. 5:15), then surely
afflictions are for our "profit." Trials and troubles often drive us to
our knees; sickness and sorrow make us seek unto the Lord. It is
very noticeable in the four Gospels how rarely men and women that
were in health and strength sought out Christ; it was trouble and
illness which brought them to the great Physician. A nobleman came
to Christ—why? Because his son was at the point of death. Jairus
sought out the Master—why? Because his little daughter was so low.
The Canaanitish woman interviewed the Lord Jesus—why? On
behalf of her tormented daughter. The sisters of Lazarus sent a
message to the absent Savior—why? Because their brother was sick.

Afflictions may be very bitter, but they are a fine tonic for
the soul, and are a medicine which God often uses on us. Most
vividly is this illustrated in Psalm 107—read carefully verses 11 to
28. Note that it is when men are "brought down," when they are
"afflicted," when they are "at their wits’ end" that they "cry unto the
Lord in their trouble." Yes, it is "trouble" which makes us turn unto
the Lord, not in a mechanical and formal way, but in deep
earnestness. Remember that it is the "effectual fervent prayer of a
righteous man that availeth much." When you observe that the fire
in your room is getting dull, you do not always put on more coal, but
simply stir with the poker; so God often uses the black poker of
adversity in order that the flames of devotion may burn more
brightly.

Ah, my brethren, all of us delight in being made to lie down
in the "green pastures" and being led beside the "still waters;" yet it
would not be for God’s glory nor for our own highest good to
luxuriate spiritually at all times. And why not? Because our hearts
would soon be more occupied with the blessings rather than with the
Blesser Himself. Oftentimes the sheep have to be brought into the
dry and desolate wilderness, that they may be made more conscious
of their dependency upon the Shepherd. May we not discern here
one reason why some saints so quickly lose their assurance: they are
occupied more with their graces or comfortable feelings than they
are with the Giver of them. God is a jealous God, and will not
tolerate idols in the hearts of His people. A sense of our acceptance
in Christ is indeed a blessed thing, yet it becomes a hindrance if it be



treasured more highly than the Savior Himself.

3. It makes the promises of God more precious to us. Trouble
often acts on us like a sharp knife which opens the truth of God to us
and our hearts unto the truth. Experience unlocks passages which
were otherwise closed. There is many a text in the Bible which no
commentator can helpfully expound to a child of God: it must be
interpreted by experience. Paul wrote his profoundest epistles while
in prison; John was "in tribulation" on Patmos when he received the
Revelation. If you go down into a deep well or mine in the daytime,
you will then see the shining of stars which were not visible from
the earth’s surface; so God often brings us low in order that we may
perceive the shining beauty of some of His comforting assurances.
Note how Jacob, in Genesis 32, pleaded God’s promises when he
heard that Esau was approaching with four hundred men! The
promises of resurrection mean far more unto Christians when some
of their loved ones have been removed by death.

"When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee;
and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou
walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned" (Isa. 43:2) means
far more to afflicted souls than it can to those who are not under the
rod. So, too, the many "fear not" promises are most valued when our
strength fails us and we are ready to sink under despair. As the late
C.H. Spurgeon was wont to say, "There are some verses written, as it
were, in a secret ink, which must be held before the fire of adversity
before they become visible." There are many passages in Job, the
Psalms, and the Lamentations of Jeremiah which do not appeal to
one while the sun is shining; but which, in times of adversity, are
like the welcome beams of the moon on a dark night. It was his
painful thorn in the flesh which taught Paul the blessedness of that
text, "My grace is sufficient for thee: for My strength is made
perefct in weakness" (2 Cor. 12:9).

4. It qualifies us to sympathize with others. If we have never
trod the vale of sorrow and affliction we are really unable to "weep
with those that weep." There are some surgeons who would be more
tender if they had suffered from broken bones themselves. If we
have never known much trouble, we can be but poor comforters to
others. Even of our Savior it is written, "For in that He Himself hath
suffered being tempted He is able to succor them that are tempted"
(Heb. 2:18). Bunyan could never have written the book which he



did, unless God had permitted the Devil to tempt and buffet him
severely for so many years. How clearly is all this brought out in 2
Corinthians 1:4: "Who comforteth us in all our tribulations, that we
may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the
comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God." Luther
frequently said, "Three things make a good preacher: prayer,
meditation, and temptation."

5. It demonstrates to us the blessedness and sufficiency of
Divine grace. "My grace is sufficient for thee, for My strength is
make perfect in weakness" (2 Cor. 12:9). But in order to prove this,
we have to be brought into the place of severe testing and trial, and
made to feel our own incompetency and nothingness. Brethren, if
you have prospered in business all your lives, and have always had
an easy time financially, then it is probable you know very little
about God’s strength being perfected in your weakness. If you have
been healthy all your lives and have never suffered much weakness
and pain, then you are not likely to know much about the strength of
God. If you have never been visited with trying situations which
bring you to your wits’ end, or by heartrending bereavements, you
may not have discovered much of the sufficiency of Divine grace.
You have read about it in books, or heard others speak of it, but this
is a very different thing from having an experimental acquaintance
of it for yourself. It is much tribulation which brings out the
sufficiency of God’s strength to support under the severest trials, and
demonstrates that His grace can sustain the heart under the heaviest
losses.

It is in the stormiest weather that a captain gives most heed
to the steering of his ship; so it is in seasons of stress and grief that
Christians pay most attention to, "Let us therefore come boldly unto
the Throne of Grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to
help in time of need" (Heb. 4:16). If Israel had journeyed directly to
Canaan, they would have missed the tender care of Jehovah in the
wilderness. If Lazarus had not died, Martha and Mary would not
have received such a demonstration of Christ as the Resurrection
and the Life. And if you, my brother, my sister, had not been cast
into the furnace of affliction, you would not have known the
nearness and preciousness of His presence with you there. Yes, God
intends us to prove the reality and sufficiency of His grace.

6. It develops our spiritual graces. This is clearly set forth in



that familiar passage Romans 5:3-5: "We glory in tribulations also:
knowing that tribulation worketh patience; and patience, experience;
and experience, hope; and hope maketh not ashamed." This
"rejoicing" is not in tribulations considered in themselves, but
because the Christian knows they are appointed by his Father, and
because of their beneficial effects. Three of these effects or spiritual
graces thus developed are here mentioned. First, tribulation worketh
"patience." Patience never thrives except under buffetings and
disappointments: it is not even called into exercise while things are
going smoothly and pleasantly. Sanctified tribulations call into
activity that strength and fortitude which is evidenced by a
submissive endurance of suffering. The patience here referred to
signifies deliverance from murmuring, refusing to take things into
our own hands (which only causes additional trouble), a contented
waiting for God’s time of deliverance, and a persevering
continuance in the path of duty.

Second, patience worketh experience, that is a vital
experience of the reality of what we profess; a personal acquaintance
with that which before we knew only theoretically; an experience of
the sufficiency of Divine grace to support and sustain; an experience
of God’s faithfulness, that He is "a very present help in trouble"; an
experience of the preciousness of Christ, such as the three Hebrews
had in the furnace. The Greek word for "experience" also means "the
obtaining of proof." The patient submission which tribulation works
in the saint proves both to him and to his brethren the reality of his
trust in God: it makes manifest the fact that the faith which he
professes is genuine. Instead of his faith being overcome, it
triumphs. The test of a ship is to weather the storm; so it is with
faith. Real faith ever says, "Though He slay me, yet will I trust in
Him." Third, experience worketh hope. This is a grace which
anticipates the future. While circumstances are as we like them, our
outlook is mainly confined to the present: but sorrows and trials
make us long for the future bliss. "As an eagle stirreth up her nest...
so the Lord led Israel" (Deut. 32:11, 12). God removes us from our
comfortable resting places for the purpose of teaching us to use the
wings of hope.

7. It brings us into fellowship with the sufferings of Christ.
The cross is the symbol of Christian discipleship. Like the scars
which the wounded soldier prizes above all other distinctions, so our



sufferings are the proof of our oneness with Christ (Rom. 8:17). Not
only so, they make us appreciate the more what He endured for us.
While we have plenty, we cannot properly estimate or appreciate the
poverty which our Savior endured. While we enjoy a comfortable
bed we cannot truly sympathize with Him who "had not where to lay
His head." It is not till some familiar friend, on whom we counted,
has basely betrayed our trust, that we can enter into something of
what the Savior suffered through the perfidy of Judas. It is only
when some brother has denied you, that you begin to understand
what Christ felt, when Peter denied Him. As we, in some small
measure, obtain an experimental acquaintance with such trials, it
makes Christ increasingly precious to us, and enables us to
appreciate the more all that He went through on our behalf. In a
coming day we are going to share His throne; now we are privileged
to taste His cross.

If, then, trials and tribulations, under God, produce such
delightful fruits, then welcome chastisements that are for "our
profit." Let the rains of disappointment come if they water the plants
of spiritual graces. Let the winds of adversity blow if they serve to
root more securely in grace the trees of the Lord’s planting. Let the
sun of prosperity be eclipsed if this brings us into closer communion
with the Light of life. Oh, brethren and sisters, however distasteful
they are to the flesh, chastisements are not to be dreaded, but
welcomed, for they are designed to make us "partakers of God’s
holiness."



Hebrews 12:11

Chapter 92 - Divine Chastisement

One reason, perhaps, why so little is written to-day upon
Divine chastisement, and why it so rarely forms the theme of the
pulpit, is because it suits not the false temper and sentiments of this
superficial age. The great majority of the preachers are men-
pleasers, and carefully do they trim their sails to the breezes of
popular opinion. They are paid to speak "smooth things" and not
those which will disturb, to soothe consciences rather than search
them. That which is unpalatable, mournful, solemn, dread-inspiring,
is sedulously avoided, and attractive, cheerful, and comforting
subjects are substituted in their stead. Hence, not only is it now rare
for the preacher to dwell upon the eternal punishment of the wicked
and bid the unsaved flee from the wrath to come, but Christians hear
very little about the Father’s rod, and the groans it occasions, or the
fruits it afterwards produces. Fifty years ago a faithful servant of
God wrote:

"One of the platitudes of the present day is, that religion is
not a gloomy, but a cheerful thing. Although it is easy to see what
was meant by him who first opposed this assertion, either to morbid
and self-assumed gloom, or to the ignorant representation of the
world; yet as it is generally understood, nothing can be less true.
Blessed are they that mourn. Woe unto you that laugh. Narrow is the
way. If any man will serve Me, let him take up his cross, and follow
Me. He that seeketh his life shall lose it. Although the Christian
anoints his head and washes his face, he is always fasting; the will
has been broken by God, by wounding or bereaving us in our most
tender point; the flesh is being constantly crucified. We are not born
to be happy either in this world or in our present condition, but the
reverse to be unhappy; nay, to try constantly to be dead to self and
the world, that the spirit may possess God, and rejoice in Him.

"As there is a false and morbid asceticism, so there is also a
false and pernicious tendency to cover a worldly and shallow
method of life under the phrase of ‘religion being joyous, and no



enemy to cheerfulness.’ To take a very simple and obvious instance.
What is meant by a ‘cheerful, pleasant Sunday?’ No doubt men have
erred on the side of strictness and legalism; but is a ‘cheerful
Sunday’ one in which there is much communion with God in prayer
and meditation on God’s Word, much anticipation of the joys of
Heaven in praise and fellowship with the brethren? Alas! too many
understand by a cheerful Sunday a day in which the spiritual
element is reduced to a minimum" (Adolph Saphir).

Alas, that conditions have become so much worse since then.
The attractions of the world, and everything which is pleasing to the
flesh, have been brought into thousands of "churches" (?) under the
plea of being "necessary if the young people are to be held." Even in
those places where the bars have not thus been let down, where the
grosser forms of worldliness are not yet tolerated, the preaching is
generally of such a character that few are likely to be made uneasy
by it. He who dwells on the exceeding sinfulness of sin, who insists
that God will not tolerate unjudged sin even in His own people, but
will surely visit it with heavy stripes, is a "kill joy," a "troubler of
Israel," a "Job’s comforter"; and if he persists in enforcing the
precepts, admonitions, warnings, and judgments of Holy Writ, is
likely to soon find all doors dosed against him. But better this, than
be a compromiser; better be deprived of all preaching engagements,
than miss the Master’s "Well done" in the Day to come.

"Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but
grievous: nevertheless, afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of
righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby" (verse 11). In
this verse the apostle concludes his discussion of that theme which is
now so unwelcome to the majority of professing Christians. Therein
he brings to a close all that he had said concerning those disciplinary
afflictions which an all-wise God brings upon His people in this life,
His gracious design in the same, and the duty incumbent upon them
to receive these in a right spirit. He sums up his argument by
balancing the good over against the evil, the future over against the
present, the judgment of faith over against the feelings of the flesh.

Our present text is added to what has been said in the
previous verses for the purpose of anticipating and removing an
objection. After all the comforting and encouraging statements
made, namely, that chastisements proceed not from enemies but
from our Father, that they are sent not in anger but in love, that they



are designed not to crush but "for our profit"; carnal sense and
natural reason interposes an objection: "But we find no joy under
our afflictions, instead much sorrow. We do not feel that they are for
our profit; we cannot see how they can be so; therefore we are much
inclined to doubt what you have said." The apostle grants the force
of the objection: that for the present, chastening does "seem to be
grievous and not joyous." But he brings in a double limitation or
qualification: in reference to outward sense, it only "seems" so; in
reference to time, this is only for "the present." Having made this
concession, the apostle turns to the objector and says,
"Nevertheless.” He reminds him that, first, there is an "afterward"
beyond the present moment, to be borne in mind; second, he presses
on him the need of being "exercised thereby"; third, he assures him
that if he is so exercised "peaceable fruit" will be the happy issue.
There are four things told us in the text about chastisement as it is
viewed by human reason.

1. All that carnal reason can perceive in our chastenings is
But Seeming. All that flesh and blood can discover about the nature
and quality of Divine afflictions is but their outward and superficial
appearance. The eye of reason is utterly incapable of discovering the
virtue and value of sanctified trials. How often we are deceived by
mere "seeming"! This is true in the natural sphere: appearances are
proverbially deceptive. There are many optical illusions. Have you
not noticed some nights when the sun is sinking in the west, that it is
much bigger than at its zenith? Yet it is not so in reality; it only
"seems" to be so. Have you stood on the deck of a ship in mid-ocean
and, while gazing at the horizon, suddenly been startled by the sight
of land?—the outline of the coast, with the rising hills in the
background, there deafly defined? Yet after all, it was but
"seeming"; it was nothing but clouds. In like manner, you have read
of a mirage seen by travelers in the desert: away over the sands, they
see in the distance green trees and a shining pool of water; but this is
only an optical delusion, effected in some way by the atmosphere.

Now if this be so in connection with natural things, the
"seeming" not being the actual, the apparent not being the reality,
how much more is it true in connection with the things of God!
Afflictions are not what they "seem" to be. They appear to work for
our ill, and not for our good; so that we are inclined to say, "An
enemy hath done this." They seem to be for our injury, rather than



our "profit," and we murmur and are cast down. So often fear
distorts our vision; so often unbelief brings scales over our eyes, and
we exaggerate the dimensions of trials in the dark and dim light. So
often we are selfish, fond of our fleshly ease; and therefore spiritual
discernment falls to a low ebb. No, chastenings for the present do
not seem to be joyous, but "grievous"; but that is because we view
them through our natural senses and in the light of carnal reason.

2. Carnal reason judges afflictions in the light of the
PRESENT. The tendency with all of us is to estimate things in the
light of the now. The ungodly are ever ready to sacrifice their future
interests for present gratification. One of their favorite mottos is, "A
bird in the hand is worth two in the bush:" it may be to the slothful,
but the enterprising and diligent would rather be put to a little
trouble and secure the two. Man is a very shortsighted creature, and
even the Christian is often dominated by the same sentiments that
regulate the wicked. The light of the now is generally the worst in
which to form a true estimate of things. We are too close to them to
obtain a right perspective, and see things in their proper proportions.
To view an oil painting to the best advantage, we need to step back a
few feet from it. The same principle applies to our lives. Proof of
this is found as we now look back upon that which is past. Today the
Christian discovers a meaning, a needs-be, a preciousness, in many a
past experience, and even disappointment, which he could not
discern at the time.

The case of Jacob is much to the point, and should guard us
against following his foolish example. After Joseph had been
removed from his doting father, and when he thought he had lost
Simeon too, viewing things in the light of "the present," he
petulantly said, "All these things are against me" (Gen. 42:36). Such
is often the mournful plaint which issues from our short-sighted
unbelief. But later, Jacob discovered his mistake, and found that all
those things had been working together for good to himself and his
loved ones. Alas, we are so impatient and impetuous, so occupied
with the present, that we fail to look forward and by faith anticipate
the happy sequel. Then, too, the effects which afflictions have upon
the old man, disqualify us to estimate them aright. If my heart is
palpitating, if my mind is agitated, and my soul is cast down, then I
am in no fit state to judge the quality and blessedness of Divine
afflictions. No, chastenings for the present do not "seem to be



joyous, but grievous;" that is because we take such a shortsighted
view of them and fail to look forward with the eyes of faith and
hope.

3. To carnal reason afflictions never seem "joyous." This
logically follows from what has been before us under the first two
points. Because carnal reason sees only the "seeming" of things, and
because it estimates them only in the light of "the present,"
afflictions are not joyous. Nor does God intend that, in themselves,
they should be. If afflictions did "seem" to be joyous, would they be
chastisements at all? It would be of little use for an earthly parent to
whip his child in such a way as to produce only smiles. Such would
be merely a make-belief; no smart, no benefit. Solomon said, "It is
the blueness of the wound which maketh the heart better;" so if
Divine chastisements are not painful to the flesh and extort a groan
and cry, what good end would they serve? If God sent us trials such
as we wished, they would not be chastenings at all. No, aftlictions
do not "seem" to be joyous.

They are not joyous in the form they assume. When the Lord
smites, He does so in a tender place, that we may feel the smart of it.
They are not joyous in the force of them. Oftentimes we are inclined
to say, If the trial had not been quite so severe, or the disappointment
had not been so great, I could have endured it. God puts just so
much bitter herbs into our cup as to make the draught unpleasant.
They are not joyous in the time of them. We always think they come
at the wrong season. If it were left to our choosing, they would never
come; but if we must have them, we would choose the time when
they are the least grievous; and thus miss their blessing. Nor are they
joyous in the instruments used: "If it were an enemy, then I could
have borne it," said David. That is what we all think. O if my trial
were not just that! Poverty I could endure, but not reproach and
slander. To have lost my own health would have been a hard blow,
but I could have borne it; but the removal of that dear child, the light
of my eyes, how can I ever rejoice again? Have you not heard
brethren speak thus?

4. To carnal reason afflictions ever seem to be "grievous."
Probably the most grievous part to the Christian is that he cannot see
how much a loss or trial can possibly benefit him. If he could thus
see, he would rejoice. Even here we must walk by faith and not by
sight. But this is easier said than done; yea, it can only be done by



God’s enabling. Usually, the Christian altogether fails to see why
such a trouble is sent upon him; it seems to work harm and not good.
Why this financial loss, when he was giving more to the Lord’s
work? Why this breakdown in health, when he was being most used
in His service? Why this removal of a Sabbath school teacher, just
when he was most needed? why was my husband called away, when
the children most required him? Yes, such afflictions are indeed
grievous to the flesh.

But let it be pointed out that these reasonings are only
"seeming." The Christian, by grace, eventually triumphs. Faith looks
up at the cloud (though it is often very late in doing so) and says,
The chastisement was not as severe as it might have been, certainly
it was not as severe as I deserved, and truly it was nothing in
comparison to what the Savior suffered for me. O let faith expel
carnal reason, and say, "For our light affliction, which is but for a
moment, worketh for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of
glory." But note carefully that this is only while we look not at the
things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen" (2 Cor.
4:17, 18). For much in the above four points the writer
acknowledges his indebtedness to a sermon by C.H. Spurgeon on the
same verse.

"Nevertheless, afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of
righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby." This is what
the apostle sets over against the estimate of carnal reason and the
feelings of our natural senses. Medicine may not be a pleasant thing
to take, but if it be blest by God, the renewed health it gives is good
compensation. The pruned vine at the end of the winter presents a
sorry appearance to the eye, but its heavily-laden branches in the
autumn vindicate the gardener’s efforts. Did not the "afterward"
prove to Jacob that his doleful reasonings were quite unwarranted?
Job squirmed under the rod, as well he might, but was not his end
more prosperous than his beginning? Thank God for this
"Nevertheless afterward."

Yet this "afterward" is also a very searching word: it is one
which should pierce and test each of us. Have we not all passed
through sorrow? Can any of us look back on the past without
recalling seasons of deep and heavy affliction? Has no sword
pierced our souls? no painful sacrifice been demanded of us? But,
my reader, do these experiences belong to the past in every sense?



Have they gone, disappeared, without leaving any effects behind
them? No, that is impossible: we are either the better or the worse
because of them. Then ask yourself, What fruits have they
produced? Have your past experiences hardened, soured, frozen
you? Or have they softened, sweetened, mellowed you? Has pride
been subdued, self-pleasing been mortified, patience developed?
How have afflictions, chastisements, left us? What does the
"afterward" reveal?

Not all men are the gainers by afflictions; nor are Christians
so always. Many seek to flee from trials and troubles, instead of
being "exercised" thereby. Others are callous and do not yield: as
Hebrews 12:5 intimates, they "despised" the chastenings of the
Lord. There are some who imagine that, when visited with affliction,
it is a display of courage if they refuse to be affected. They count it
weakness to mourn over losses and weep over sorrows. But such an
attitude is altogether un-Christian. Christ wept and again and again
we are told that He "groaned." Such an attitude is also foolish to the
last degree, for it is calculated to counteract the very design of
afflictions, and only calls for severer ones to break our proud spirits.
It is no mark of weakness to acknowledge that we feel the strokes of
an Almighty arm.

It is the truest wisdom to humble ourselves beneath "the
mighty hand of God." If we are among His people, He will
mercifully compel us to acknowledge that His chastenings are not to
be despised and made light of. He will—and O how easily He can
do it—continue or increase our afflictions until He tames our wild
spirits, and brings us like obedient children into subjection to
Himself. What a warning is found in Isaiah 9:9-11. "And all the
people shall know, even Ephraim and the inhabitants of Samaria,
that say in the pride and stoutness of heart, The bricks are fallen
down, but we will build with hewn stones; the sycamores are cut
down, but we will change them into cedars. Therefore the Lord shall
set up the Adversaries of Rezin against him, and join his enemies
together." This means that, because the people had hardened
themselves under the chastening hand of God, instead of being
"exercised" thereby, that He sent sorer afflictions upon them.

The ones benefited by the Father’s chastenings are they who
are "exercised thereby." The Greek word for "exercised" was
borrowed from the gymnastic games. It had reference to the athlete



stripping himself of his outer clothing. Thus, this word in our text is
almost parallel with the "laying aside of every weight" in 5:1. If
afflictions cause us to be stripped of pride, sloth, selfishness, a
revengeful spirit, then "fruit" will be produced. It is only as we
improve our chastenings, that we are gainers. The natural effect of
affliction on an unsanctified soul is either to irritate or depress,
which produces rebellion or sinking in despair. This is the result of
hardness of heart and unbelief. Even with regard to the Christian it is
true that, only as he views them as proceeding from his Father in
order to bring him into subjection, and as he is "exercised thereby,"
he is truly profited.

1. The conscience needs to be "exercised." There must be a
turning unto the Sender of our trials, and a seeking from Him of the
meaning and message of them. "There was a famine in the days of
David three years, year after year; and David inquired of the Lord"
(2 Sam. 21:1)! So should we when the providences of God frown
upon us. There must be an honest self-examination, a diligent
scrutiny of our ways, to discover what it is God is displeased with.
Careful investigation will often show that much of our supposed
godly zeal in service is but the result of habit, or the imitating of
some eminent saint, instead of proceeding from the heart, and being
rendered "unto the Lord."

2. Prayer has to be "exercised" or engaged in. It is true that
painful afflictions have a tendency to stifle the voice of supplication,
that one who is smarting under the rod feels little inclination to
approach the Throne of Grace, but this carnal disposition must be
steadily resisted, and the help of the Holy Spirit definitely sought.
The heavier our load, the more depressed our heart, the sorer our
anguish, the greater our need to pray. God requires to be sought unto
for grace to submit to His dealings, for help to improve the same, for
Him to sanctify unto our good all that perplexes and distresses us.

3. The grace of meekness must be "exercised," for "a meek
and quiet spirit" is of "great price" in the sight of Him with whom
we have to do (1 Pet. 3:4). Meekness is the opposite of self-will and
hardness of heart. It is a pliability of soul, which is ready to be
fashioned after the Divine image. It is a holy submission, willing to
be molded as the Heavenly Potter determines. There can be no
"peaceable fruit of righteousness" until our wills are broken, and we
have no mind of our own. How much we need to heed that word of



Christ’s, "Take My yoke upon you, and learn of Me, for I am meek"
(Matthew 11:29).

4. Patience must be "exercised." Rest in the Lord, and wait
patiently for Him" (Ps. 37:7): "wait" for His time of deliverance, for
if we attempt to deliver ourselves, we are very likely to plunge into
deeper trials. Fruit is not ripened in a day; nor do the benefits of
chastisements appear immediately. Patience must have her perfect
work if the soul is to be enriched by afflictions. In the interval of
waiting, allow nothing to deter your plodding perseveringly along
the path of duty.

5. Faith must be "exercised." God’s hand must be seen in
every trial and affliction if it is to be borne with meekness and
patience. While we look no further than the malice of Satan, or the
jealousy, enmity, injustice of men, the heart will be fretful and
rebellious. But if we receive the cup from the Father’s hand, our
passions will be calmed and the inward tumult stilled. Only by the
exercise of faith will the soul be brought into a disposition to quietly
submit, and digest the lessons we are intended to learn.

6. Hope must be "exercised." As faith looks upward and sees
God’s hand in the trial, hope is to look forward and anticipate the
gains thereof. Hope is a confident expectation of future good. It is
the opposite of despair. Hope lays hold of the promised "Afterward,"
and thus it sustains and cheers in the present. Hope assures the cast-
down soul "I shall yet praise Him for the help of His countenance"
(Ps. 42:5). "But the God of all grace, who hath called us unto His
eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after that ye have suffered a while,
make you perfect, stablish, strengthen, settle you" (1 Pet. 5:10).

7. Love must be "exercised." It is the Father’s love which
chastens us (verse 5); then ought not we to love Him in return for
His care and patient training of us? Instead of doubting His wisdom
or questioning His goodness, there should be an affectionate
gratitude flowing out to the One who is seeking naught but our
welfare. "We can never find any benefit in chastenings, unless we
are exercised by them, that is, unless all our graces are stirred up by
them to a holy, constant exercise" (John Owen)—how different that,
from the fatalistic inertia of many hyper-Calvinists!

What we have sought to bring out above is the fact that
spiritual "fruit" is not the natural or spontaneous effect of affliction.
Nay, have we not observed that few of those who suffer severe



financial reverses, heavy domestic bereavements, or personal bodily
pain, are, spiritually, the gainers thereby. Yea, do we need to look
any further than ourselves, to perceive how little we have learned by
and profited from past trials? And the cause is plain: we were not
duly exercised thereby. May this word abide with each of us for the
future.

What is meant by "the peaceable fruit of righteousness"? If
we took this expression by itself, it would signify the effects of
righteousness, the fruit which righteousness itself brings forth. But
in our text it is chastenings or afflictions which are specifically
mentioned as producing this fruit. It is the Spirit tranquilizing and
purifying the heart. "Righteousness" in our text is parallel with "His
holiness" in verse 10. It may be summed up in the mortification of
sin and the vivification of vital godliness. It is called the "peaceable
fruit" because it issues in the taming of our wild spirits, the quieting
of our restless hearts, the more firm anchoring of our souls. But this
only comes when we truly realize that it is the Father’s love which
has afflicted us. May the Spirit of God grant us all "exercised"
hearts, so that we shall daily search ourselves, examine our ways,
and be stripped of all that is displeasing to Him.



Hebrews 12:12, 13

Chapter 93 - A Call to Steadfastness

The didactic (teaching) portions of Scripture are very much
more than abstract statements of truth: they are designed not only for
the instructing of the mind, but also for the influencing of the heart.
This is far too little recognized in our day, when the craving for
information is so often divorced from any serious concern as to the
use to be made of the same. This, no doubt, is one of the evil fruits
borne by the modern school-methods, where instead of seeking to
draw out (the meaning of the word "educate") and develop the mind
of the pupil, he is made to "cram" or fill his head with a mass of
facts and figures, most of which are of no service to him in the later
life. Not such is God’s method. His method of instruction is to set
before us moral and spiritual principles, and then show us how to
apply them in a practical way; inculcate a motive, and thereby call
into exercise our inward faculties. Hence, the test of Christian
knowledge is not how much we understand, but how far our
knowledge is affecting our lives.

It 1s one thing to possess a clear intellectual grasp of the
doctrines of grace, it is quite another to experience the grace of the
doctrines in a spiritual way. It is one thing to believe the Scriptures
are the inspired and inerrant Word of God, it is another for the soul
to live under the awe of their Divine authority, realizing that one day
we shall be judged by them. It is one thing to be convinced that
Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the King of kings and Lord of lords,
it is another to surrender to His scepter and live in personal
subjection to Him. What does it profit me to be convinced that God
is omnipotent, unless I am learning to lean upon His mighty arm?
What avail is it to me that [ am assured of God’s omniscience unless
the knowledge that His eye is ever upon me acts as a salutary
restraint to my actions? What does it advantage me to know that
without holiness no man shall see the Lord, unless I am making the
acquirement of holiness my chief concern and aim!

That which has been pointed out above has to do with no



obscure and intricate subject which lies far above the reach of the
rank and file of the common people, but is plain, self-evident,
simple. Alas, that our hearts are so little impressed by it and our
consciences so rarely exercised over it. When we measure ourselves
by that standard, have we not all of us much cause to hang our heads
in shame? Our intellects are stored with Scripture truth, but how
little are our lives moulded thereby. Our doctrinal views are sound
and orthodox, but how little we know experimentally of "the truth
which is after godliness" (Titus 1:1). Has not the Savior much
ground for saying to both writer and reader, "Why call ye Me, Lord,
Lord, and do not the things which I say?" (Luke 6:46). O that we
may be duly humbled over our sad failures.

The above reflections have been suggested by the use which
the apostle makes in our text of the subject he had been discussing in
the previous verses. His opening "Wherefore" denotes that he was
now going to make a practical application unto those whom he was
writing to of the exposition just given of the truth of Divine
chastisement. In this we may see him following out the course he
pursued in all his epistles, and which the servants of God are
required to emulate today. No matter what was the doctrine under
consideration, the apostle always turned it to a practical end, as his
oft-repeated "Therefore" and "Wherefore" intimate. Was he
contending for the Christian’s emancipation from the ceremonial
law, then he adds, "Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith
Christ hath made us free" (Gal. 5:1). Was he opening up the glorious
truth of resurrection, then he concludes with "therefore... be ye
steadfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord"
(1 Cor. 15:58). Was he setting forth the blessed hope of Christ’s
return, then he finishes with "Wherefore comfort one another with
these words" (1 Thess. 4:18).

It is this which urgently needs to be laid to heart—the use we
make of the precious truths which the Most High has so graciously
revealed to us. That is (partly, at least) what the Savior had in mind
when He said, "Take heed therefore how ye hear" (Luke 8:18)—see
to it that your hearts are duly affected, so that the truth will regulate
all your conduct. It is not sufficient that I assume a reverent
demeanor when attending the means of grace, that I pay close
attention to what I hear: it is the assimilation of the same, so that I
go forth and live under the power thereof, which is the all-important



matter. The same is true of our reading; it is not the book which adds
to my store of information, or which entertains and thrills, but the
one which stirs me up to godly living, which proves the most
helpful. So it is with our response to the Scriptures, it is not how
many difficult passages do I have light upon, nor how many verses
have I memorized, but how many of its commands and percepts am
I honestly endeavoring to obey.

This is the keynote struck by the apostle in the verses which
are now to engage our attention. He had thrown not a little light on
the distressing circumstances in which the Hebrews then found
themselves, namely, the bitter persecution they were encountering at
the hands of their unbelieving countrymen. He had pointed out that
so far from their afflictions being exceptional, and a warrantable
ground for consternation, they were, in some form or other, the
common portion of all God’s people, while they are left in this
scene. He had set before them some most blessed truths, which were
well calculated to strengthen their faith, comfort their hearts, and
raise their drooping spirits. He had given an exposition of the
subjection of Divine chastisement, such as must bring peace and
consolation to all who mix faith therewith. He had silenced every
objection which could well be made against the duty to which he
had called them. And now he presses upon them the practical profit
to which they must turn the doctrine inculcated.

"Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the
feeble knees; And make straight paths for your feet, lest that which
is lame be turned out of the way; but let it rather be healed" (verses
12, 13). Here we have, First, the conclusion drawn from the
preceding premises. Second, the several duties enjoined. Third, the
reason by which they are enforced. The duties are expressed in
figurative language, yet in such terms as the meaning is not difficult
to perceive. The enforcing reason or motive for compliance is taken
from the evil effects which a non-compliance of one’s duty would
have upon others, which plainly inculcates the importance and value
of personal example, and the influence which it exerts upon our
fellows.

"Wherefore" means, in view of what has been said: because
of the preceding considerations a certain course of conduct ought to
follow. There is, we believe, a double reference in this opening
"wherefore," namely, an immediate and a remote one. Immediately,



it connects with the preceding verse, the most important word of
which is "exercised." The apostle was alluding again to the well-
known Grecian "Games." In the gymnasium, the instructor would
challenge the youth to combat. He was an experienced man, and
knew how to strike, guard, wrestle. Many severe blows would the
combatants receive from him, but it was part of their training,
preparing them for their future appearance in the public contests.
The youth whose athletic frame was prepared for the coming great
venture, would boldly step forward, willing to be "exercised" by his
trainer; but he who shirked the trial and refused to encounter the
master, received no help at his hands; but the fault was entirely his
own.

This, it seems to us, is the figure carried forward in our text;
"Now no chastening for the present seemeth to be joyous, but
grievous: nevertheless afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of
righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby. Wherefore lift
up the hands which hang down." The Christian who gives way
before trial, who sinks under affliction, who sulks or repines beneath
persecution, will bring forth none of the "peaceable fruit of
righteousness." If he "faints" under chastisement, if his hands
become idle and his legs no longer capable of supporting him, a
profitable use cannot be made of the tribulation through which he is
called upon to pass. Then let him pull himself together, gird up the
loins of his mind and "endure hardness as a good soldier of Jesus
Christ" (2 Tim. 2:3). Let his attitude be, Now is the time of my
training, so I will seek to play the man; I will seek grace from God
to muster all my faith and courage and valiantly wrestle with
whatever opposes and oppresses me.

More remotely, our opening "Wherefore" looks back unto all
that has been said in the previous verses. Hebrews 12 opens with a
stirring call for God’s people to persevere in the course of Christian
duty, to go forward in the spiritual life, no matter what impediments
might stand in their way; to "run with patience (or perseverance) the
race which is set before us," drawing strength from the Christ for
enablement (verses 1, 2). Then he anticipated an objection: We are
being sorely oppressed, tempted to renounce our profession,
hounded by our unbelieving brethren. To this he replies, Consider
your Master, who went before you in the same path of suffering
(verse 3). Bear in mind that your lot has not become extreme: ye



have not yet been called upon to experience a martyr’s death (verse
4). Furthermore, you are losing sight of that scriptural exhortation,
"My son, despise not thou the chastening of the Lord" (verse 5).
This led the apostle to open to them, in a most precious manner, the
whole subject of Divine chastisement. Let us present a brief
summary of the same.

The trials through which the children of God are called upon
to pass are not Divine punishments, but gracious discipline designed
for their good. We are expressly bidden "not to faint" beneath them
(verse 5). The rod is wielded not in wrath, but in tender solicitude,
and is a manifestation not of God’s anger but of His love (verse 6).
Our duty then is to "endure" chastening as becometh the children of
God (verse 7). To be without chastisement, so far from being an
evidence of our spiritual sonship, would demonstrate we were not
sons at all (verse 8). Inasmuch as we gave reverence to our earthly
parents when they corrected us, how much more ought we to be in
subjection to our heavenly Father (verse 9). God’s design in our
afflictions is our "profit,” that by them we might become
increasingly "partakers of His holiness" in an experimental way.
Though these chastenings are unpleasant to flesh and blood,
nevertheless "the peaceable fruit of righteousness" issues therefrom
when we are suitably "exercised thereby" (verse 11).

Now from these considerations a very obvious conclusion is
drawn, and by them a bounden duty is enforced. In view of the
"great cloud of witnesses" by which we are encompassed (verse 1),
seeing that the saints of other days—in themselves as weak, as
sinful, as much oppressed by the world as we are—fought a good
fight, kept the faith, and finished their course, let us gird ourselves
for the contest and strain every effort to persevere in the path of
duty. In view of the fact that our Leader, the Captain of our
salvation, has left us such an example of heroic endurance (verse 3),
let us earnestly seek to follow His steps and acquit ourselves like
men. Finally, because God Himself is the Author and Regulator of
our trials—the severest of our chastenings proceed from a loving
Father, seeking our good—then let us not be cast down by the
difficulties of the way nor discouraged by the roughness of the path;
but let us nerve ourselves to steadfastness in the faith and fidelity to
our Redeemer.

Thus the coherence of our opening "Wherefore" is perfectly



obvious and the duty it presses so plain that there cannot be
misunderstanding. In view of all the above-mentioned
considerations, and particularly in view of the fact that the most
precious fruits issue from afflictions when we are duly "exercised"
by them, then let us not be dejected in our minds nor faint in our
spirits by reason thereof. As the champions in the public "Games"
used their hands and arms to the very best of their ability, and as the
runners in the races used their legs and knees to the best possible
effect—and in case their hands and knees began to fail and flag,
exerted their wills to the utmost to rouse up their members to
renewed effort—so should we be very courageous, zealous and
active, and in case our hearts begin to fail us through multiplied
discouragements, we must marshal all our resolution and strive
prayerfully and manfully against giving way to despair.

"Wherefore lift up the hands that hang down." The duty here
enjoined is set forth in figurative language, but the meaning is
nonetheless obvious because of the graphic metaphors used. The
apostle transferred unto members of our physical body the condition
in which the faculties of our souls are liable to fall under certain
trials. For the hands to hang down and the knees to become feeble
are figurative expressions, denoting the tendency to abandon the
discharge of our Christian duty because of the opposition
encountered. For the hands of a boxer or fencer to hang down means
that his arms are become weary to the point of exhaustion; for the
knees to be feeble signifies that through the protracted exertions of
the runner his legs have been debilitated by their nervous energy
being spent. The spiritual reference is to a decay in the Christian’s
courage and resolution. Two evils produce this: despondency as to
success—when hope is gone effort ceases; weariness in the
performance of duty.

This same figure is employed in other passages of Scripture.
In Ezekiel 7:16, 17 we read, "But they that escape of them shall
escape, and shall be on the mountains like doves of the valleys, all
of them mourning, every one for his iniquity. All hands shall be
feeble, and all knees shall be as weak as water:" here the reference is
to that inertia which is produced by poignant conviction of sin after
a season of backsliding. Again, in Ezekiel 21:7 we are told, "When
they shall say unto thee, Wherefore sighest thou? that thou shalt
answer, For the tidings, because it cometh: and every heart shall



melt, and all hands shall be feeble, and every spirit shall fail, and all
knees shall be as weak as water:" where we behold the paralyzing
effects of consternation in view of the tidings of sore judgment. But
in our text the reference is to the disheartenment caused by fierce
opposition and persecution. Despair and becoming weary of well
doing are the two evils in all our afflictions which we most need to
guard against. It is failure at this point which has led to so many
scandalous backslidings and cursed apostasies. Such an exhortation
as the one before us intimates that the Hebrews had either already
given way to an enervating spirit of gloom or were in great danger
of so doing.

Now "It is the duty of all faithful ministers of the Gospel to
consider diligently what failures or temptations their flocks are
liable or exposed to, so as to apply suitable means for their
preservation" (John Owen). This is what the apostle is seen doing
here. In view of the lethargy of the Hebrews he exhorts them to "lift
up the hands which hang down, and the feeble knees." The word
"lift up" signifies not simply to elevate, but to "rectify" or set right
again, restoring them to their proper state, so as to apply them to
duty. It was a call to steadfastness and resolute perseverance: be not
dejected in your minds nor faint in your spirits by reason of the
present distress, nor be so terrified of the threatening danger as to
give up hope and be completely overwhelmed. Under sore trial and
affliction, persecution and the prospect of yet sorer opposition, the
temptation is for the heart to sink within us and the path of duty to
be forsaken.

"Wherefore lift up the hands which hang down, and the
feeble knees:" literally, "hands which are loose" or slack, dangling
inert; "feeble knees" is still stronger in the Greek, being almost the
equivalent of palsied knees—enervated knees which need bandages
to brace them. In view of which he calls them to arouse themselves,
to stir up all their graces unto exercise, to refuse taking the line of
least resistance, to renew their courage and bear up under their trials.
Resolution will accomplish much to stimulate jaded nerves and
flagging energies. The Christian life, from start to finish is a
struggle, a fight, an unceasing warfare against foes within and
without, and only be who endures to the end shall receive the crown
of life. To give way to dejection is harmful, to sink into despair is
dangerous, to quit the discharge of our duties is the fore-runner of



apostasy.

But the question arises how are we to set about this particular
task? To say that we are helpless in ourselves affords no
encouragement; in fact to affirm that the Christian is utterly
impotent is to deny that there is any vital difference between himself
and those who are dead in sins. Christians in their greatest weakness
have some strength, some grace, some spiritual life; and where there
is some life, there is some ability to stir and move. And God is
pleased to assist where there is sincere endeavor. The believer is
responsible to arm his mind against discouragements by considering
God’s design in them, and the blessed fruits which issue from trials
and afflictions when we are duly exercised by them. Of what value
is a clear intellectual grasp of the nature and end of Divine
chastisements unless it produces a practical effect upon the heart and
life? Let the distressed saint ponder anew the blessed considerations
set before him in Hebrews 12:1-11 and find in them motives and
incentives unto renewed courage, fidelity and perseverance.

Let the hope of ultimate victory nerve you. Look forward to
the goal: the determination to reach home is a powerful stimulus to a
weary traveler. Earnestly endeavor to counteract every disposition to
faintness and despondency by viewing your trials and persecutions
as a part of God’s discipline for your soul: then submit to them as
such, and seek to get them sanctified to your spiritual profit.
Remember that you cannot fight with hands hanging down, nor run
the race set before us if your knees give way; so summon all your
resolution to remain steadfast in the discharge of every duty God has
appointed and assigned you. Rest in the love of your heavenly
Father, assured that all of the present distress is designed for your
ultimate good, and this will reinvigorate the soul. Finally, seek grace
to lay hold of and plead the promise, "They that wait upon the Lord
shall renew their strength" (Isa. 40:31).

It is to be noted that this exhortation is couched abstractly. It
is not "lift up your hands," which would restrict it individually; nor
is it "lift up the hands of those who are dejected," which would limit
the exhortation to a ministry unto others. Worded as it is there is a
double reference: it is a call to the individual Christian to
persevering activity, and it is an exhortation for him to seek the well
being of his fellow-Christians. That our text has a reference to our
seeking to encourage and strengthen fellow-pilgrims is clear from a



comparison of Job 4:3, 4 and Isaiah 35:3, 4, with which 1
Thessalonians 5:14 may be compared. The best way for the
individual Christian to strengthen the hands of his feeble fellows is
by setting before them a worthy example of faith, courage, and
steadfastness. In addition, he is to pray for them, speak words of
encouragement, remind them of God’s promises, relate to them His
gracious dealings and powerful deliverances in his own life.

"And make straight paths for your feet." The previous verse
concerns the inward frame and spirit of the believer’s mind; this one
has respect to his outward conduct. As Barnes has well pointed out,
the term used here signifies "straight" horizontally, that is level and
plain, all obstacles are to be removed so that we do not stumble and
fall—cf. Proverbs 4:25-27. The word for "paths" is derived from one
meaning "a wheel" and signifies here "the marks made by a
wheel"—it is paths marked out for others, leaving the tracks which
may be followed by them. The reference, then, is to the believer so
manifesting his course that his fellows may see and follow it. The
Christian course is exemplary, that is, it is one which impresses and
influences others. How very careful should we be then as to our
conduct!

Here, then, is an exhortation unto the Christian to see well to
his walk, which means the regulating of all his actions by the
revealed will of God, to be obedient unto the Divine precepts, to
follow not the ways and fashions of an evil world, but to cleave to
the narrow way, and turn not aside from the Highway of Holiness.
"It is our duty not only to be found in the ways of God in general but
to take care that we walk carefully, circumspectly, uprightly and
diligently in them. Hereon depends our own peace, and all our
usefulness toward others. It is a sad thing when some men’s walk in
the ways of God shall deter others from them or turn them out of
them" (John Owen).

"And make straight paths for your feet." A most timely word
for us today when iniquity abounds and the love of many waxes
cold, when the poor and afflicted in Zion stand in need of all the
godly encouragement they can obtain. We are surrounded by a
"crooked generation," both of professing and profane, whose evil
ways we are but too apt to learn; we are beset on every hand by
temptations to turn aside into what Bunyan termed "By-path
Meadow," to enter paths which God has prohibited, to feed on pride



and indulge our lusts. How the heart of the mature Christian aches
for the lambs of Christ’s flock, and how it behooves him to walk
softly and carefully lest he put some stumbling-block in their way.
Solemn indeed is "As for such as turn aside unto their crooked ways,
the Lord shall lead them forth with the workers of iniquity" (Ps.
125:5), and also "They have made them crooked paths: whosoever
goeth therein shall not know peace" (Isa. 59:8).

"Lest that which is lame be turned out of the way." The word
"lest" is a translation of two Greek words, "that not." It is a word of
caution and prevention, warning each of us that carelessness as to
our own walk is likely to have an ill effect upon weaker Christians.
The word "lame" is transferred from the body to some defect of our
graces which unfits the soul for the discharge of Christian duty: one
who is lame is ill-capacitated to run in a race, and one who is
lacking in courage, zeal, and perseverance is ill-fitted to fight the
good fight of faith. Walk carefully then, my brother, if for no reason
than for the sake of the feebler saints. Backslidden Christians are the
plague of the church: inconsistencies in God’s people spread
discouragements among weak believers.

There are always some "lame" sheep in God’s earthly flock.
While there are some Christians with strong and vigorous faith, so
that they "mount up with wings as eagles, run and are not weary,"
and make steady progress in practical holiness, all are not so highly
favored. In most families of any size there is one frail and sickly
member; so it is in the various branches of the Household of Faith.
Some are constitutionally gloomy, temperamentally vacillating,
physically infirm, and these have a special claim upon the strong.
They are not to be snubbed and shunned: they need an example of
cheerfulness set before them, wise counsel given to them, their arms
supported by prayer and love’s solicitude for their good. Whatever is
weak in their faith and hope, whatever tends to dishearten and
discourage them, should be carefully attended to, so far as lies in our
power. A stitch in time saves nine: many a sheep might have been
kept from falling into the ditch, had one with a shepherd’s heart
gone after it at the first sign of straying.

"But let it rather be healed." "Heal" signifies to correct that
which is amiss. It is the recovering of a lapsed one which is here in
view. Instead of despising sickly Christians, exercise love’s
sympathy toward them. While we should be thankful if God has



granted us healthy graces, we must beware of presumption: "If a
man be overtaken in a fault, ye which are spiritual restore such an
one in the spirit of meekness; considering thyself, lest thou also be
tempted" (Gal. 6:1). To those groaning under the burden of sin, tell
them of the sufficiency of Christ’s blood. To those fearful about the
future, remind them of God’s faithfulness. To those who are
despondent, seek to cheer by citing some of God’s precious
promises. Study the holy art of speaking a word in season to the
needy. You will be of great value to the church if you develop a
spirit of compassion and the gift of lifting up those fallen by the
wayside."



Hebrews 12:14

Chapter 94 - A Call to Diligence

The connection between the verses which were before us on
the last occasion and that which is now to engage our attention is not
apparent at the first glance. There the apostle made a practical
application to his readers of the important considerations he had
been setting before them in the preceding verses, calling them unto
the duty of steadfastness. Here there is a lively exhortation unto the
pursuit of peace and holiness. The relation between these
exhortations and those which follow, is more intimate than a number
of pearls strung together, rather is it more like that of the several
members of our physical body, which are vitally joined and
dependent upon one another. Failure to observe this fact results in
loss, for not only do we fail to appreciate the living connection of
one part with another, but we lose the motive and incentive which
they mutually supply. It is the business of the teacher to point this
out, that we may be duly affected thereby and rejoice together in the
perfect handiwork of God.

"From his exhortation unto patient perseverance in the
profession of the Gospel under sufferings and affliction, the apostle
proceeds unto a prescription of practical duties; and although they
are such as are absolutely necessary in themselves at all times, yet
they are here peculiarly enjoined with respect to the same end, or
our constancy in professing the Gospel. For no light, no knowledge
of the truth, no resolution or courage, will preserve any man in his
profession, especially in times of trial, without a diligent attention
unto the duties of holiness and Gospel obedience. And he begins
with a precept, general and comprehensive of all others" (John
Owen).

The connection between Hebrews 12:14, etc., and verses 12,
13, is threefold. First, the diligent pursuit of peace toward our
fellows and of holiness toward God are timely aids unto
perseverance in the faith and in consequence, powerful means for
preservation from apostasy. The one is so closely joined to the other



that the former cannot be realized without an eager striving after the
latter. Second, inasmuch as love toward our neighbor ("peace," with
all that that involves and includes) and love toward God ("holiness")
is the sum of our duty, it is impossible that we should devote
ourselves unto their cultivation and exercise so long as we axe
permitting afflictions and persecution to paralyze the mind: the spirit
of resolute determination must possess us before we can develop our
spiritual graces. Third, oppression and suffering provide an
opportunity for the exercise and manifestation of our spiritual
graces, and are to be improved by us to this very end. "If the
children of God grow impatient under afflictions, they will neither
walk so quietly and peaceably towards men nor so piously toward
God as they should do" (Matthew Henry).

The first thing which needs to be borne in mind as we
approach each verse of this epistle is the special circumstances of
those immediately addressed, and to perceive the peculiar pertinency
of the apostle’s instruction to those who were so situated, for this
will the better enable us to make a correct application unto
ourselves. Now the Hebrews were living among a people where
their own espousal of Christianity had produced a serious breach,
which had stirred up the fierce opposition of their fellow-
countrymen. The attitude of these Hebrews towards Christ was
neither understood nor appreciated by the unbelieving Jews; so far
from it, they were regarded as renegades and denounced as apostates
from the faith of their fathers. Every effort was made to poison their
minds against the Gospel, and where this failed, relentless
persecution was brought to bear upon them. Hence, it was by no
means an easy matter for them to maintain the spirit of the Gospel
and live amicably with those who surrounded them; instead, they
were sorely tempted to entertain a bitter spirit toward those who
troubled them so unjustly, to retaliate and avenge their wrongs.
Here, then, was the need for them to be exhorted "follow peace with
all men!"

Now while it be true that Christians are now, for the most
part, spared the severe suffering which those Hebrews were called
upon to endure, yet faithfulness to Christ is bound to incur the
hostility of those who hate Him, and will in some form or other
issue in opposition. There is a radical difference in nature between
those treading the narrow way to Heaven and those following the



broad road to Hell. The character and conduct of the former
condemn and rile the self-pleasing disposition and flesh-indulging
ways of the latter. The children of the Devil have no love for the
children of God, and they delight in doing whatever they can to
annoy and aggravate them; and nothing gives them more pleasure
than to see successful their efforts to tempt them to compromise or
stir up unto angry retaliation. Thus it is a timely injunction for all
believers, in any age and in any country, to strive earnestly to live in
peace with all men.

"Follow peace with all men." This is a very humbling word
that Christians require to be told to do this. Its implication is clear:
by nature men are fractious, wrathful, revengeful creatures. That is
one reason why Christ declared "it must needs be that offenses
come" (Matthew 18:7)—"must" because of the awful depravity of
fallen human nature; yet forget not that He at once added, "But woe
to that man by whom the offense cometh." It is because of this
contentious, envious, revengeful, spirit which is in us, that we need
the exhortation of our text, and in view of what is recorded in
Scripture, even of saints, its timeliness is the more apparent. Have
we not read of "the strife" between the herdsmen of Abraham and
Lot which caused the patriarch and his nephew to part asunder?
Have we not read of the discords and fightings between the tribes of
Israel issuing in their kingdom being rent in twain? Have we not
read of the "contention" between Paul and Barnabas which issued in
their separating? These are solemn warnings, danger-signals, which
we all do well to take to heart.

"It is the duty of Christians to be at peace among themselves,
to be on their guard against all alienation of affection towards each
other; and there can be no doubt that the maintenance of this
brotherly-kindness is well fitted to promote steadfastness in the faith
and profession of the Gospel. But in the words before us there seems
to be a reference not so much to the peace which Christians should
endeavor to maintain among themselves, as that which they should
endeavor to preserve in reference to the world around them. They
are to ‘follow peace with all men.’

"They live amidst men whose modes of thinking, and feeling
and acting are very different from—are in many points directly
opposite to—theirs. They have been fairly warned, that ‘if they
would live godly in this world, they must suffer persecution.” They



have been told that ‘if they were of the world, the world would love
its own; but because they are not of the world, therefore the world
hateth them.” ‘In the world,” says their Lord and Master, ‘ye shall
have tribulation.” But this, so far from making them reckless as to
their behavior towards the men of the world, ought to have the
directly opposite effect. If the world persecute them, they must take
care that this persecution has in no degree been provoked by their
improper or imprudent behavior. They must do everything that lies
in their power, consistent with duty, to live in peace with their
ungodly neighbors. They must carefully abstain from injuring them;
they must endeavor to promote their happiness. They must do
everything but sin in order to prevent a quarrel.

"This is of great importance, both to themselves and to their
unbelieving brethren. A mind harassed by those feelings which are
almost inseparable from a state of discord is not by any means in the
fittest state for studying the doctrines, cherishing the feelings,
enjoying the comforts, performing the duties of Christianity; and, on
the other hand, the probability of our being useful to our unbelieving
brethren is greatly diminished when we cease to be on good terms
with them. As far as lies in us, then, if it be possible, we are to ‘live
peaceably with all men’" (John Brown, 1872).

"Follow peace with all men." The Greek word for "follow" is
a very emphatical one, signifying an "earnest pursuit:" it is the eager
chasing after something which flies from one, being used of hunters
and hounds after game. The Christian is to spare no effort to live
amicably with all men, and no matter how contentious and
unfriendly they may be, he is to strive and overtake that which seeks
to flee from him. Peace is one of the outstanding graces which the
Christian is called upon to exercise and manifest. All things
pertaining to the Church are denominated things of peace. God is
"the God of peace" (Heb. 13:20), Christ is "the Prince of peace" (Isa.
9:6), a believer is designated "the son of peace" (Luke 10-6), and
Christians are bidden to have their "feet shod with the preparation of
the Gospel of peace" (Eph. 6:15).

In this term "follow," or pursue, the apostle continues to
preserve the central figure of the entire passage, introduced in the
first verse of our chapter, of the running of a race: the same word is
rendered "I press forward" in Philippians 3:14. Peace may be elusive
and hard to capture, nevertheless strive after it, run hard in the chase



thereof, for it is well worth overtaking. Spare no pains, strain every
nerve to attain unto it. If this exhortion be duly heeded by us then
Christians are plainly forbidden to embroil themselves or take any
part in the strifes and quarrels of the world: thus they are hereby
forbidden to engage in politics, where there is little else than envy,
contention and anger. Still less may the Christian take any part in
war: there is not a single word in all the N.T. which warrants a
follower of the Prince of peace slaying his fellowmen. "Depart from
evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it" (Ps. 34:14).

The word "follow" or pursue does not imply the actual
obtainment of peace: the most eager hunters and hounds often miss
their prey. Nevertheless, nothing short of our utmost endeavors are
required of us. "If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live
peaceably with all men" (Rom. 12:18): with fellow-Christians, with
those who are strangers to Christ (Eph. 2:19), with our enemies
(Matthew 5:44). Few things more adorn and beautify a Christian
profession than exercising and manifesting the spirit of peace. Then
let us prayerfully strive to avoid those things which occasion strife.
Remember the old adage that "It takes two to make a quarrel:"
therefore see to it that you provoke not others. Give no
encouragement to those who love contention; refrain from all
argument—the things of God are too holy: debating is a work of the
flesh. To "follow peace with all men" presupposes righteousness in
our dealings with them, for we most certainly are not entitled to
expect them to treat us amicably unless we give unto each his due,
and treat others as we would have them treat us.

Do not merely be placid when no one irritates you, but go
out of your way to be gracious unto those who oppose. Be not fretful
if others fail to render the respect which you consider to be your
due. Do not be so ready to "stand up for your rights," but yield
everything except truth and the requirements of holiness. "If we
would follow peace, we must gird up our loins with the girdle of
forbearance: we must resolve that as we will not give offense, so
neither will take offense, and if offense be felt, we must resolve to
forgive" (C.H. Spurgeon). Remember we cannot successfully
"pursue peace" if the heavy burden of pride be on our shoulder:
pride ever stirs up strife. Nor can we "pursue peace" if the spirit of
envy fills the heart: envy is sure to see faults where they exist not,
and make trouble. Nor can we "pursue peace" if we are loose-



tongued, busybodies, talebearers.

Even when opposed, our duty is to be peaceful toward those
who persecute—a hard lesson, a high attainment, yet Divine grace
(when earnestly sought) is "sufficient" even here. Remember the
example which the Savior has left us: and cry mightily unto God for
help to emulate the same. "When He was reviled, He reviled not
again, when He suffered, He threatened not" (1 Pet. 2:23): He
prayed for God to forgive His very murderers. "With all lowliness
and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love"
(Eph. 4:2). Ah, there are the prerequisities for the procuring of peace
—the lack of which being the cause of so much confusion, strife and
war. If love reigns our skirts will be dear, for "Love suffereth long,
and is kind; love envieth not; doth not behave itself unseemly;
seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked; thinketh no evil, beareth
all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things"
(1 Cor. 13:4-7).

"Follow peace with all men." This includes even more than
we have intimated above: the Christian is not only to be a peace-
keeper, but he should seek to be a peace-maker: such have the
express benediction of Christ—"Blessed are the peacemakers: for
they shall be called the children of God" (Matthew 5:9). Seek, then,
to restore amicable relations between those who are at enmity and be
used of God as a medium of their reconciliation. Instead of fanning
the flames of dissension or driving the wedge of division further in,
endeavor to cool them by the water of the Word, and by a gracious
demeanor and wise counsel seek to smooth out difficulties and heal
wounds. "And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them
that make peace" (James 3:18). "Peaceable men do sow a seed that
afterward will yield sheaves of comfort into their own bosoms" (T.
Manton).

"Follow peace with all men and holiness." First, the
cultivation of peace is a great aid unto personal and practical
holiness: where discontent, envy, and strife dominate the heart, piety
is choked. The two things are inseparably connected: where love to
our neigh-bout is lacking, love to God will not be in exercise. The
two tables of the law must not be divorced: God will not accept our
worship in the house of prayer while we entertain in our heart the
spirit of bitterness toward another (Matthew 5:23, 24). "If a man say,
I love God, and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not



his brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath
not seen?" (1 John 4:20). O my reader, if we imagine that we are
sincere in our quest after holiness while striving not to live
peaceably with all men, we are cherishing a vain deceit.

"Some who have aimed at holiness have made the great
mistake of supposing it needful to be morose, contentious,
faultfinding, and censorious with everybody else. Their holiness has
consisted of negatives, protests, and oppositions for oppositions
sake. Their religion mainly lies in contrarieties and singularities; to
them the text offers this wise counsel, follow holiness, but also
follow peace. Courtesy is not inconsistent with faithfulness. It is not
needful to be savage in order to be sanctified. A bitter spirit is a poor
companion for a renewed heart. Let your determination principle be
sweetened by tenderness towards your fellow-men. Be resolute for
the right, but be also gentle, pitiful, courteous. Consider the
meekness as well as the boldness of Jesus. Follow peace, but not at
the expense of holiness. Follow holiness, but do not needlessly
endanger peace" (C.H. Spurgeon, on text, 1870).

"Follow peace with all men, and holiness." By a harmless,
kind, and useful behavior toward their unbelieving neighbors the
people of God are to conduct themselves. They must avoid that
which fosters bitterness and strife, and make it manifest they are
followers of the Prince of peace. Yet in pursuing this most needful
and inestimable policy there must be no sacrifice of principle. While
peace is a most precious commodity nevertheless, like gold, it may
be purchased too dearly. "The wisdom which is from above is first
pure, then peaceable" (James 3:17). Peace must not be severed from
holiness by a compliance with any evil or a neglect of any duty.
"First being by interpretation king of righteousness, and after that
also King of peace" (Heb. 7:2). "Peace has special relation to man
and his good, holiness to God and His honor. These two may no
more be severed than the two tables of the law. Be sure then that
peace lacks not this companion of holiness: if they cannot stand
together, let peace go and holiness be cleaved unto" (W. Gouge).

There may be the former without the latter. Men may be so
determined to maintain peace that they compromise principle,
sacrifice the truth, and ignore the claims of God. Peace must never
be sought after a price of unfaithfulness to Christ. "Buy the truth and
sell it not" (Prov. 23:23) is ever binding upon the Christian. Thus,



important though it be to "follow peace with all men," it is still more
important that we diligently pursue "holiness." Holiness is
devotedness to God and that temper of mind and course of conduct
which agrees with the fact that we are "not our own, but bought with
a price." Peace with men, then, is not to be purchased at the expense
of devotedness to God: "infinitely better to have the whole world for
our enemies and God for our friend, than to have the whole world
for our friends and God for our enemy" (John Brown).

The Christian is not only to be diligent in his quest for peace,
but he is to be still more earnest in his pursuit after personal and
practical holiness. Seeking after the good will of our fellows must be
subordinated unto seeking the approbation of God. Our chief aim
must be conformity to the image of Christ. If He has delivered us
from wrath to come, we must endeavor by all that is within us to
follow Him along the narrow way which leadeth unto Life. If He be
our Lord and Master, then He is to be unreservedly obeyed. To
"follow" holiness is to live like persons who are devoted to God—to
His glory, to His claims upon us, to His cause in this world. It is to
make it evident that we belong to Him. It is to separate ourselves
from all that is opposed to Him. It is to mortify the flesh, with its
affections and lusts. It is to "cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of
the flesh and of the spirit" (2 Cor. 7:1). It is a life task from which
there is no discharge while we remain in the body.

To urge us the more after holiness, the apostle at once adds
"without which no man shall see the Lord"—"which" is in the
singular number, showing that the antecedent is "holiness." The
believer may fail to "follow peace with all men," and though he will
suffer loss thereby and bring himself under the chastening rod of his
Father, yet this will not entail the Loss of Heaven itself. But it is
otherwise with holiness: unless we are made partakers of the Divine
nature, unless there be personal devotedness to God, unless there be
an earnest striving after conformity to His will, then Heaven will
never be reached. There is only one route which leads to the Country
of everlasting bliss, and that is the Highway of Holiness; and unless
(by grace) we tread the same, our course must inevitably terminate
in the caverns of eternal woe.

The negative here is fearfully emphatic: "without which
(namely, "holiness") no man shall see the Lord"—in the Greek it is
still stronger the negative being threefold—"not, without, no man."



God Himself is essentially, ineffably, infinitely holy, and only holy
characters shall ever "see" Him. Without holiness no man shall see
Him: no, no matter how orthodox his beliefs, how diligent his
attendance upon the means of grace, how liberal he may be in
contributing to the cause, nor how zealous in performing religious
duties. How this searching word should make everyone of us quail!
Even though I be a preacher, devoting the whole of my life to study
and laboring for the good of souls, even though I be blest with much
light from the Word and be used of God in turning many from Satan
to Christ, yet without holiness—both inward and outward—I shall
never see the Lord. Unless the earnest pursuit of holiness occupy all
my powers, | am but a formal professor, having a name to live while
being spiritually dead.

Without holiness men are strangers to God and cannot be
admitted to His fellowship, still less to His eternal habitation. "Thus
saith the Lord God; No stranger, uncircumcised in heart, nor
uncircumcised in flesh shall enter into My sanctuary" (Ezek. 44:9):
such as have no holiness within and without, in heart or in life,
cannot be admitted into the sanctuary. If God shut the door of His
earthly sanctuary against such as were strangers to holiness, will He
not much more shut the doors of His celestial tabernacle against
those who are strangers to Christ? "For what fellowship hath
righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light
with darkness? and what concord hath Christ with Belial?" (2 Cor.
6:14, 15).

Unholy persons have fellowship and are familiar with Satan:
"Ye are of your father the Devil, and the lusts of your father ye will
do" (John 8:44); and again "The whole world lieth in the Wicked
one" (1 John 5:19). It would be awful blasphemy to affirm that the
thrice holy God would have fellowship with those who are in
covenant with the Devil. O make no mistake upon this point, dear
reader: if you are not walking after the Spirit, you are walking after
the flesh: if you are not living to please Christ, you are living to
please self; if you have not been delivered from the power of
Darkness, you cannot enjoy the Light. Listen to those piercing
words of the Redeemer, "Except a man be born again, he cannot see
the kingdom of God" (John 3:3), and the new birth is holiness
begun, it is the implantation of a principle of holiness in the heart,
which is the life task of the Christian to cultivate.



The "holiness" referred to in our text is not imputed holiness,
for we cannot be exhorted to "follow after" that! No, it is personal
and practical holiness, which is not attained by standing still, but by
an earnest, diligent, persistent pursuit after the same. "It will be well
for us to remember that the religion of Jesus Christ is not a matter of
trifling, that the gaining of Heaven is not to be achieved by a few
half-hearted efforts; and if we will at the same time recollect that all-
sufficient succor is prepared for us in the covenant of grace we shall
be in a right state of mind: resolute, yet humble, leaning upon the
merits of Christ, and yet aiming at personal holiness. I am persuaded
that if self-righteousness be deadly, self-indulgence is indeed
ruinous. | desire to maintain always a balance in my ministry, and
while combating self-righteousness, to war perpetually with loose
living" (C.H. Spurgeon).

But for the comfort of the poor and afflicted people of God,
who find sin their greatest burden and who grieve sorely over their
paucity of holiness, let it be pointed out that our text does not say
"without the perfection of holiness no man shall see the Lord." Had
it done so, we would not be writing this article, for then the editor
had been entirely without hope. There is none upon earth who is
fully conformed to God’s will. Practical holiness is a matter of
growth. In this life holiness is but infantile, and will only be matured
in glory. At present it exists more in the form of longings and
strivings, hungerings and efforts, rather than in realizations and
attainments. The very fact that the Christian is exhorted to "follow"
or pursue holiness, proves that he has not yet reached it.

"Without holiness no man shall see the Lord" spiritually, not
corporeally: with an enlightened understanding and with love’s
discernment, so as to enjoy personal communion with Him. "If we
say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie,
and do not the truth" (1 John 1:6): how clear is that! "The pure in
heart shall see God" (Matthew 5:8): see Him in His holy ordinances,
see His blessed image reflected, though dimly, by his saints, see Him
by faith with the eyes of the heart, as Moses, who "endured as seeing
Him who is invisible" (Heb. 11:27); and thus be prepared and
capacitated to "see" Him in His unveiled glory in the courts above.
O to be able to truthfully say, "As for me, I will behold Thy face in
righteousness: I shall be satisfied, when I awake, with Thy likeness"
(Ps. 17:15). How we should labor after holiness, using all the means



appointed thereto, since it is the medium for the soul’s vision of
God.



Hebrews 12:15

Chapter 95 - A Call to Examination

We had first thought of giving a brief exposition of this verse
at the close of the preceding article. But we felt this would scarcely
satisfy some of our more critical readers. Nor is it our custom to
dodge difficulties, and this presents a real difficulty unto not a few.
Those Arminians who are ready to grasp at a straw have appealed to
it in support of their favorite tenet "falling from grace." On the other
hand, it must be acknowledged that the replies given by Calvinists
thereon have often been unsatisfactory. It seems therefore that a
more careful consideration and fuller elucidation of its contents are
called for. Following, then, our usual practice, we shall endeavor, as
God assists, to bring out the meaning of its several terms and apply
them to our consciences and lives.

The following are the points upon which our attention needs
to be concentrated. First, the connection between our present verse
and its context. Second, the duty enjoined: "looking diligently."
Third, the danger to be avoided: "lest any man fail of the grace of
God." Fourth, the evil warned against: "lest any root of bitterness
springing up trouble you." Fifth, the resultant consequence if the evil
be tolerated: "and thereby many be defiled." In considering these
points it will have to be carefully ascertained what it is about which
we are here exhorted to be "looking diligently." What is signified by
"lest any man fail of the grace of God," and if that be the correct
translation, or whether the Greek requires us to accept the marginal
alternative of "falling from the grace of God." And finally, what is
denoted by the "root of bitterness springing up." May wisdom be
granted us from on High.

First, then, the connection between our present verse and its
context. We will first consider its more general and remote relation,
and then its more specific and immediate. The link between
Hebrews 12:15 and that which precedes may be thus exhibited: if
the afflictions which fidelity to Christ occasion and the chastenings
of the Father are not duly improved by professing Christians they



are almost certain to become a serious stumbling-block in the way of
personal piety, yea, a temptation to apostasy itself. This, we believe,
is the first reference in the "looking diligently." Unless professing
Christians are duly "exercised" (verse 11) over God’s disciplinary
dealings with them, they are very apt to misconstrue them, chafe
against them, call into question the Divine goodness, and sink into a
state of despair, with its accompanying inertia.

What has just been pointed out above receives confirmation
from the verses which immediately follow, for verses 16 and 17 are
obviously a continuation of our present text. There we find a solemn
exhortation against apostasy itself, pointed by the awful case and
example of Esau. Here we are warned against that, which if
neglected, has a fearful tendency unto apostasy. Most of us know
from painful experience how easily we become discouraged when
things do not go as we want, how ready we are to "faint" (verse 5)
when the rod of adversity is laid upon us, how real is the temptation
to compromise or forsake the path of duty altogether when trials
multiply or opposition and persecution is all that our best efforts
meet with. Real, then, is our need for heeding this exhortation
"Looking diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God."

It is unspeakably solemn to note that in the case of Esau his
temptation to sell his birthright—apostatize—was occasioned by his
faintness, for we are told that he said to Jacob, "Feed me, I pray
thee, with that same red pottage, for I am faint" (Gen. 25:30). And is
it not when we are faint in our minds, cast down by the difficulties
of the way, disheartened by the lack of appreciation our efforts meet
with, and crushed by one trial on top of another, that Satan bids us
give up the fight of faith and "get what pleasure we can out of life"
by indulging the lusts of the flesh? Looked at thus our text points out
the spring of apostasy—"falling of the grace of God;" the nature of
apostasy—a "root of bitterness springing up;" and the result of
apostasy—'""many be defiled."

Considering now the more specific and immediate
connection of our verse with its context. First, unless the hands
which hang down be lifted up and the feeble knees strengthened
(verse 12), there will be a "failing of the grace of God;" and unless
straight paths are made for our feet and that which is "lame" be
prevented from "turning out of the way" (verse 13), then a "root of
bitterness" (an apostate) will spring up, and in consequence, "many



will be defiled." Second, in verse 14 we are exhorted to "follow"
two things, namely, "peace" and "holiness;" while in verse 15 we are
warned to avoid two things, namely, "failing of the grace of God"
and suffering "a root of bitterness to spring up." The opening
"Looking diligently" clearly denotes that our avoidance of the two
evils of verse 15 turns or is dependent upon our earnest pursuit of
the spiritual graces inculcated in verse 14.

We are now ready to contemplate the duty which is here
enjoined: "looking diligently." This is a call to examination: first, to
self-examination. Its immediate force is derived from the closing
words of the preceding verse, where the solemn and searching
statement is made that "without which (namely ‘holiness’) no man
shall see the Lord." No matter though I am in fellowship with the
people of God, a member of a scriptural church, a regular attender
upon the means of grace, a firm believer in all the doctrines of the
Word; yet, if I have never been sanctified by the Spirit of God, if I
am not diligently and earnestly cultivating practical holiness, both of
heart and life, then I shall never enter Heaven, and enjoy the beatific
vision. Hence the pertinency and urgency of this exhortation,
"Looking diligently lest any man fail of the grace of God." There is
far too much at stake to remain in uncertainty upon such a vital
matter, and only the religious trifler will disregard this imperative
summons.

The call to careful self-examination receives its urgency
from the very great danger there is of self-deception. Sin darkens the
understanding, so that man is unable to perceive his real state before
God. Satan "hath blinded the minds of them which believe not" (2
Cor. 4:4). The deep-rooted pride of our hearts makes us think the
best of ourselves, so that if a question is raised in our hearts, we are
ever prone to give ourselves the benefit of the doubt. A spirit of sloth
possesses us by nature, so that we are unwilling to go to the trouble
which real self-examination calls for. Hence the vast majority of
religious professors remain with a head knowledge of the Truth,
with outward attention to forms and ceremonies, or resting on a
mere consent to the letter of some verse like John 3:16, refusing to
"make their calling and election sure."

God has warned us plainly in His Word that, "There is a
generation that are pure in their own eyes and yet is not washed
from their filthiness" (Prov. 30:12). He has set before us those who



say "I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing,"
and who know not that they are "wretched, and miserable, and poor,
and blind, and naked" (Rev. 3:17). And let it be duly noted that those
were in church association, and that at a time before the last of the
apostles had left the earth. Christ has told us that "Many will say to
Me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Thy name?
and in Thy name have cast out devils? and in Thy name done many
wonderful works?" yea, that they affirm "we have eaten and drunk
in Thy presence" (Luke 13:26); yet will He answer them "I never
knew you: depart from Me, ye that work iniquity" (Matthew 7:23).
How such words as those should make each of us tremble! How it
behooves us to be "Looking diligently lest any man fail of the grace
of God." Alas that such words—written first to those who had been
addressed as "holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling" (3:1)
—should, for the most part, fall upon unheeding ears.

The fact is, that our diligence and honesty in self-
examination will largely be determined by the value which we set
upon our soul and its eternal interests. Alas, the vast majority of
professing Christians today are far, far more concerned about their
bodies than their souls, about carnal pleasures than spiritual fiches,
about earthly comforts than heavenly consolations, about the good
opinion of their fellows rather than the approbation of God. But a
few—and O how few—are made serious, become in deadly earnest
to examine well their foundations and test every inch of the ground
they stand on. With them religion is not something to be taken up
and laid down according to their fitful moods. Where will they
spend ETERNITY is their all-absorbing concern. Every other
interest in life sinks into utter insignificance before the vital
consideration of seeking to make sure that they have "the root of the
matter" in them.

O my reader, can you be satisfied with the cheap, easy-going
religion of the day, which utterly ignores the clamant call of the Son
of God "Agonize to enter in at the strait gate" (Luke 13:24)? Can
you rest content with the "smooth things" now being proclaimed
from well nigh every pulpit, which assures those who are at emnity
with God they can become Christians more easily than a youth can
join the army, or a man become a ‘free mason’ or ‘odd fellow’? Can
you follow the great crowd who claim to have "received Christ as
their personal Savior" when no miracle of grace has been wrought in



their hearts, while the Lord Himself declares "Strait is the gate, and
narrow is the way, which leadeth unto Life, and few there be that
find it" (Matthew 7:14)? Dare you rest upon some "decision" made
when you were deeply stirred by some anecdotes addressed to your
emotions? Have you nothing more than some change in your
religious views or some reformation in your outward ways to show
that you are "a new creature in Christ Jesus"? Slight not, we beseech
you, this pressing word, "Looking diligently lest any man fail of the
grace of God."

But the word "Looking diligently" has a wider signification
than self-examination: it also points out our duty toward each other.
The Greek term means "overseeing," exercising a jealous care for
one another. This seems to have misled Owen and several others
who confined the exhortation unto "the body of the church or society
of the faithful" in their mutual relation. But as Spurgeon pointed out
on the text, "In the church of God each one should be on his
watchtower for himself and for others. The first person who is likely
to fail in the church is myself. Each one ought to feel that: the
beginning of the watch should therefore be at home." Our text is
very similar to the exhortation found in Hebrews 3:13, 14, which is
first unto the individual and then to the assembly—"Take heed,
brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief, in
departing from the living God. But exhort one another daily."

Earnestly endeavoring to look well unto my own going, it is
then both my duty and privilege to exercise watchfulness over
others. "How many persons might be saved from backsliding by a
little oversight! If we would speak to the brother kindly and
considerately, when we think he is growing a little cold, we might
restore him. We need not always speak directly to him by way of
rebuke, but we may place a suggestive book in his way, or speak
generally upon the subject. Love can invent many ways of warning a
friend without making him angry, and a holy example will also
prove a great rebuke to sin. In the church we ought to bear one
another’s burden, and so fulfill the law of Christ, exercising the
office of bishops over one another, and watching lest any man fail of
the grace of God" (C.H. Spurgeon).

How little of this loving solicitude for the spiritual well-
being of our fellow-pilgrims is in evidence today! How little earnest
and diligent praying for one another! How little faithfulness in



counseling, warning, exhorting! Probably one principal reason for
this is the hyper-touchiness of so many professing Christians in this
generation. No matter how tactfully the counsel be tendered, how
faithfully the warning be given, or how lovingly the rebuke be
administered; no matter though it be given by an experienced senior
to one he is on familiar terms with, yet in nine cases out of ten his
efforts are resented, and he is told—by attitude if not in words—to
"mind his own business." Never mind, even if a single ear be gained
and a single soul helped, it is worth the disappointments of being
repulsed by the others. Only one leper out of the ten appreciated
Christ’s kindness!

"Lest any man fail of the grace of God." This is the clause
which has occasioned controversy: though really it affords no
warrant for it, nor will the Greek permit of the marginal rendering.
The root word which is here rendered "fail" occurs many times in
the N.T., but never once has it the force of "fall from." It means "to
lack" or "be deficient of." In Romans 3:23 it is rendered "come short
of," in Luke 15:14 to "want," in 2 Corinthians 12:11 "come behind,"
in Matthew 19:20 "lack," in Philippians 4:12 "suffer need," in
Hebrews 11:37 to be "destitute." Thus there is no room for
uncertainty as to the meaning of this exhortation: "Looking
diligently lest any man fail—come short of, be deficient in, lack—
the grace of God."

But to what does "the grace of God" here refer? That is not
quite so easy to answer, for sometimes "grace" is to be regarded
objectively, sometimes subjectively; in some passages it refers to the
free favor of God, in others to His benevolent operation within the
heart, in still others to the effects produced thereby. In our present
passage, it seems to the writer, to be used more abstractly, having a
comprehensive scope as it is applicable to widely different cases. We
feel it safest to regard the clause thus, for God’s commandment is
"exceeding broad" (Ps. 119:96), and very often a single word has a
twofold or threefold reference, and therefore we need to be
constantly on our guard against limiting the meaning or restricting
the application of any utterance of Holy Writ. According to our light
we will endeavor to show some of the different cases to which this
exhortation belongs.

"By ‘the grace of God,” God’s favor and acceptance in
Christ, as it is proposed and declared by the Gospel, is intended.



Herein all spiritual mercies and privileges, in adoption, justification,
sanctification and consolation, do consist. For these things,
proceeding from the love, grace, and goodness of God in Christ, and
being effects thereof, are called the grace of God. The attaining and
participation of these things, is that which in the faith and profession
of the Gospel, men aim at and design; without which, both the one
and the other are in vain. This grace, under all their profession of the
Gospel, men may fail of, and this is the evil cautioned against" (John
Owen).

Men may "fail of the grace of God," then, by not submitting
themselves to the terms of the Gospel. Those terms are repugnant to
the natural man: they are distasteful to his carnal lusts, they are
humbling to his pride. But it is at the former of these two points that
the majority "fail." The Gospel calls upon sinners to repent, and they
cannot do that with sincerity unless they throw down the weapons of
their rebellion against God. The thrice holy God will pardon no man
so long as he is determined to please himself and continue in a
course of sinning. Again; the Gospel calls on sinners to receive
Christ Jesus as Lord: to give Him the throne of their hearts, to bow
to His scepter. The holy Redeemer will save no man who is
unwilling for Him to "rule over" him (Luke 19:14).

Second, to "fail of the grace of God" is to be satisfied with
something short of Divine grace communicated to and ruling in the
heart. It is to be contented with a religious substitute for it. How
many are deceived by "a form of godliness" who know nothing of its
"power" (2 Tim. 3:5). How many mistake a head-knowledge of the
Truth for a miracle of grace wrought in the heart. How many
substitute outward forms and ceremonies for an experimental
acquaintance with the substance of them. How many confuse an
external reformation of life with the Divine regeneration and
transformation of the soul. Alas, of how very many does it have to
be said, "He feedeth on ashes; a deceived heart hath turned him
aside, that he cannot deliver his soul" (Isa. 44:20). O how few there
are who know "the grace of God in truth" (Col. 1:5). Do you, my
reader? Do you?

"Some have maintained an admirable character to all
appearance all their lives, and yet have failed of the grace of God
because of some secret sin. They persuaded even themselves that
they were believers, and yet they were not truly so; they had no



inward holiness, they allowed one sin to get the mastery, they
indulged in an unsanctified passion, and so, though they were laid in
the grave like sheep, they died with a false hope, and missed eternal
life. This is a most dreadful state to be in, and perhaps some of us
are in it. Let the prayer be breathed, ‘Search me, O God, and know
my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: and see if there be any
wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.” Are ye
earnest in secret prayer? Do ye love the reading of the Bible? Have
ye the fear of God before your eyes? Do you really commune with
God? Do you truly love Christ? Ask yourselves these questions
often, for though we preach the free Gospel of Jesus Christ, I hope
as plainly as any, we feel it to be just as needful to set you on self-
examination and to excite in you a holy anxiety. It ought to be often
a question with you ‘Have I the grace of God, or do I fall short of it?
Am I a piece of rock crystal which is very like the diamond, but yet
is not diamond?’" (C.H. Spurgeon).

Third, multitudes "fail of the grace of God" by not
persevering in the use of the outward means. They are very earnest
and zealous at first, but become careless and slothful. "There are
some persons who for a time appear to possess the grace of God,
and for a while exhibit many outward evidences of being Christians,
but at last the temptation comes most suitable to their depraved
tastes, and they are carried away with it. They fail of the grace of
God. They appear to have attained it, but they fail at last; like a man
in business who makes money for a time, but fails in the end. They
fail of the grace of God—Ilike an arrow shot from the bow, which
goes straight towards the target for a time, but having too little
impetus, fails to reach the mark. There are some who did run well,
what doth hinder them that they should not obey the truth?" (C.H.
Spurgeon).

Finally, genuine Christians themselves "fail of the grace of
God" by not improving that which God has already bestowed upon
them. Faith has been imparted to them, but how little they exercise
it. There is an infinite fullness in Christ for them, but how little do
they draw upon it. Wondrous privileges are theirs, but how little do
they use them. Light has been communicated to them, but how little
do they walk in it. They fail to watch and pray lest they enter into
temptation (Mark 14:38). They fail to cleanse themselves from all
filthiness of the flesh and spirit (2 Cor. 7:1). They fail to grow in



grace and in the knowledge of the Lord Jesus (2 Pet. 3:18). They fail
to keep themselves from idols (1 John 5:21). They fail to keep
themselves in the love of God (Jude 21). And by so failing, their
peace is disturbed, their joy is diminished, their testimony is marred,
and frequent chastenings are brought upon them.

"Lest any root of bitterness springing up trouble you." This is
the evil warned against. Observe how abstractly this also is worded:
it is not "lest any root of bitterness spring up in you," or "among
you," but simply "springing up." The reference, we believe, is again
a double one: first to the individual himself, and then to the
corporate company. This second "lest" 1is obviously related
intimately to the first: if we "fail of the grace of God" then "a root of
bitterness springing up" is to be surely expected. Nor can there be
any doubt as to what is signified by this figure of a "root of
bitterness springing up"—the uprising of evil is evidently that which
is in view. This is what we are here to guard against: failure to do so
will bring "trouble" upon us and occasion a stumbling-block to
others.

The first thing to be noted here is the expression "root of
bitterness." Now the root of a tree is that part of it which is
underground, hence the reference is to that which is unseen. It points
to indwelling sin, which continues in a man even after he is
regenerated. That is why the Christian is exhorted, "Let not sin
therefore reign in your mortal body, that ye should obey it in the
lusts thereof" (Rom. 6:12). And if that is to be obeyed, then it is
imperative we heed the word "Keep thy heart with all diligence, for
out of it are the issues of life" (Prov. 4:23). Every stirring of sin
within is to be resisted, every defiling effect of it confessed to God.
If the weeds be not kept down, the flowers and vegetables will be
choked. If the Christian fails in the work of mortification then the
cultivation of his graces will be arrested.

"Lest any root of bitterness springing up." The "springing
up" is the appearance of its stalk above the ground. It is the open
manifestion of sin in the life, issuing from an unmortified lust in the
soul, which is here in view. What is unjudged before God in secret
usually ends in becoming open before men. "Be sure your sin will
find you out" (Num. 32:23) is a solemn word for each of us on this
point. "Lest any root" emphasizes the need of constant watchfulness
against every sin, for many branches and sprigs are ready to issue



from the main trunk of indwelling corruption. Our safeguards are to
yield ourselves wholly to God without reserve at any point, to be
well instructed in practical godliness, to preserve a tender
conscience, to be more distrustful about ourselves, to cultivate closer
daily communion with God, to fix our affections upon things above.

"Lest any root of bitterness springing up." By nature, sin is
pleasant and delightful to us, but in the end it "biteth like a serpent
and stingeth like an adder" (Prov. 23:32). Particularly is this the case
with the Christian. God will not long suffer him to indulge his lusts,
without making him taste the bitter consequences of the same. The
lashings of his conscience, the convictions of the Spirit, the
wretchedness of his soul, will cause him to say, "He hath filled me
with bitterness, He hath made me drunken with wormwood" (Lam.
3:15). As our text says, "lest any root of bitterness springing up
trouble." That which is contrary to God’s holiness and offends His
majesty, He makes a source of trouble to us, either in our minds,
bodies, estates, or families. "And many be defiled:" sin is like leaven
—its influence spreads: "evil communications corrupt good
manners" (1 Cor. 15:33).

The second half of our text also refers to the local church: in
it there is, no doubt, an allusion to Deuteronomy 29:18. Great
watchfulness needs to be exercised and a strict discipline maintained
therein. Unregenerate professors are ever seeking to creep into the
assembly of the saints. If God’s servants sleep, the Enemy will sow
his tares among the wheat. When the suspicion of church officers is
aroused, prayer for discernment and guidance is called for. Where
the one suspected breaks out in corrupt doctrine or in loose living,
he is to be dealt with promptly. Delay is dangerous. The allowance
of a "little leaven" will soon corrupt the whole lump. At no point
does the local church fail more deplorably today than in its refusal to
maintain Scriptural discipline.



Hebrews 12:16, 17

Chapter 96 - A Warning Against Apostasy

The verses which we are now to consider are among the
most solemn to be found in the Word of God. They present a most
pointed warning against apostasy. They bring before us what is to all
tender consciences a terror-provoking subject, namely, sin for which
there is no forgiveness. It is indeed to be deplored that recent writers
have dealt with it like they do with most matters—very superficially
or quite erroneously. Either they have limited themselves unto two
or three passages, ignoring many others directly relating to the
theme, or they have wrongly affirmed that no one can commit "the
unpardonable sin" during this present dispensation. On the other
hand, most of the old writers seem to have devoted their efforts to
re-assuring weak and fearing Christians that they had not committed
this awful offense, rather than in making any attempt to define the
character of the transgression itself.

The subject is admittedly a difficult one, and we believe God
has permitted a measure of obscurity to rest upon it, and that in
order to deter men from rashly venturing too near the brink of this
terrible precipice. It therefore becomes us to approach it in fear and
trembling, with modesty and humility, seeking grace and wisdom
from on High to deal with it in a faithful, clear, and helpful manner.
For this is no easy thing, if we are to avoid error and preserve the
balance of truth. Two extremes have to be guarded against: a
blunting of its fearful point so that the wicked would be encouraged
to continue trifling with God and sporting with their eternal destiny,
or failing to write with sufficient definiteness so that awakened and
contrite sinners would not be delivered from sinking into despair
beneath Satan’s lying misuse of it against them.

Before turning to the positive side it seems necessary to
briefly point out wherein they seriously err, who insist that no one
ever sins beyond the possibility of Divine pardon during this present
era of grace. There are quite a number of passages in the N.T.
epistles which clearly show the contrary. In 2 Thessalonians 2:11, 12



we read, "For this cause God shall send them strong delusion, that
they should believe a lie; that they all might be damned who
believed not the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness." In
Hebrews 6:4, 6 it is said of some that" it is impossible to renew them
again unto repentance." In Hebrews 10:26, 27 it is said, "For if we
sin wilfully after that we have received the knowledge of the truth
there remaineth no more sacrifice for sins, but a certain fearful
looking for of judgment and fiery indignation, which shall devour
the adversaries;" while in 1 John 5:16 we are expressly informed
"there is a sin unto death." In our judgment each of these passages
refers to a class of offenders who have so grievously provoked God
that their doom is irrevocably sealed while they are yet here upon
earth.

Against the testimony of the above scriptures an appeal has
often been made to, "The blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanseth us
from all sin." But the Word of God does not contradict itself, and it
is an evil practice which cannot be too strongly condemned to pit
one passage against another: any attempt to neutralize one text by
another is handling the Truth deceitfully. With regard to 1 John 1:7
three things need to be pointed out.

First, the precious blood of Christ was never designed to
cleanse from every sin—was it designed to cleanse Judas from his
betrayal of the Savior! Its application is no wider than its
impetration: its virtue does not extend beyond the purpose for which
it was shed. Second, it does not say "the blood of Jesus Christ His
Son cleanseth from all sin;" instead, it is strictly qualified:
"cleanseth us from all sin," that is, God’s own people. It is dishonest
to appropriate these words to unbelievers. Third, the promise is
further limited in the preceding clause, "But if we walk in the light
as He is in the light."

Nor do we at all agree with those writers who, while
allowing that "the unpardonable sin" may be committed during this
present dispensation, yet affirm it is a very rare occurrence, a most
exceptional thing, of which only one or two isolated cases may be
found. On the contrary, we believe that the Scriptures themselves
dearly intimate that many have been guilty of sins for which there
was no forgiveness either in this world or the world to come. We say
"sins," for a careful and prolonged study of the subject has
convinced us that "the unpardonable sin" is not one particular act of



committing some specific offense, like maliciously ascribing to
Satan the works of the Holy Spirit (which, no doubt, is one form of
it), but that it varies considerably in different cases. Both of these
conclusions of the present writer will receive illustration and
confirmation in what follows.

The first human being who was guilty of unpardonable sin
was Cain. He was a professor or outward worshipper of God, but
because Abel’s offering was accepted and his own rejected, he
waxed angry. The Lord condescended to expostulate with him, and
went so far as to assure him that if he did well he would not lose his
pre-eminence as the firstborn. But so far from doing well, he
persisted in wickedness, and his enmity against God was evidenced
by his hatred of His child, ending in the murder of him. Whereupon
the Lord said unto him, "The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto
Me from the ground. And now art thou cursed from the earth... A
fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth" (Gen. 4:10-12).
To which Cain answered, "Mine iniquity is greater than it may be
forgiven" (Gen. 4:13, margin).

The record of Genesis 6 makes it clear that a whole
generation of the world’s inhabitants had transgressed beyond all
hope of remedy or forgiveness. "And God saw that the wickedness
of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the
thoughts if his heart was only evil continually. And it repented the
Lord that He had made man on the earth. And the Lord said, I will
destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth" (Gen.
6:5-7), which was duly accomplished by the Flood. The whole of
mankind in the days of Nimrod sinned so grievously (Rom. 1:21-23)
that "God gave them up" (Rom. 1:24-26), for His Spirit "will not
always strive with men."

A whole generation of the Hebrews were also guilty of "the
great trangression." In Exodus 23:20, 21, we read, "Behold, I send
an Angel before thee, to keep thee in the way, and to bring thee into
the place which I have prepared. Beware of Him, and obey His
voice, provoke Him not; for He will not pardon your transgressions:
for My Name is in Him." Alas they heeded not this solemn word:
"our fathers would not obey, but thrust Him from them, and in their
hearts turned back into Egypt" (Acts 7:39). Consequently the Lord
said, "Wherefore I was grieved with that generation, and said, They
do always err in their heart, and they have not known My ways. So [



sware in My wrath, They shall not enter into My rest" (Heb. 3:10,
11).

It seems evident to the writer that there have been some in
every age who have gone beyond the bounds of Divine mercy.
Passing by such individual cases as Pharaoh, Balaam, and Saul, we
would observe that the Pharisees of Christ’s day—the bulk of them
at least—were guilty of sin for which there was no forgiveness. It is
clear from John 3:2 that they recognized Him as "a Teacher come
from God" and from John 11:47 that they could not gainsay His
miracles. Nay more, it is plain from Mark 12:7 that they knew the
righteousness of His claims: "But those husbandmen said among
themselves, This is the Heir: come, let us kill Him." Thus they acted
with their eyes wide open, sinning against their own confession,
against light and knowledge, against the strong conviction His
miracles produced, and against His holy life spread before them.
Therefore did Christ say to them, "I go My way, and ye shall seek
Me, and shall die in your sins: whither I go, ye cannot come" (John
8:21).

"Keep back Thy servant also from presumptuous sins; let
them not have dominion over me; then shall I be upright, and I shall
be innocent from the great transgression" (Ps. 119:13). Here the
unpardonable sin is denominated "the great transgression." It is
called such because this is what a bold and audacious defiance of
God necessarily culminates in, unless sovereign grace intervenes.
"Presumptuous" sins are committed by those who, while professing
God’s name and avowing a claim upon His mercy, persist in a
known course contrary to His Word. Such rebels, presuming upon
God’s patience and goodness, are mocked by Him, being suffered to
go beyond the bounds of His forgiveness. It is also called
"blasphemy against the Spirit" (Matthew 12:31), "resisting the
Spirit" (Acts 7:51), "doing despite unto the Spirit of grace" (Heb.
10:29). The "new testament" or "covenant" is "the ministration of
the Spirit" (2 Cor. 3:8), which far exceeds in glory the legal
dispensation. To be guilty of the great transgression is to sin
willfully against and to speak maliciously of the Holy Spirit, who is
revealed and promised in the Gospel; it is a quenching of His
convictions, resisting His enlightenment, defying His authority.

It is called "a sin unto death" (1 John 5:16) because its
perpetrator is now out of the reach of the promise of eternal life,



having made the Gospel, which is a proclamation of Divine grace
unto those who will submit themselves to its requirements, a "savor
of death unto death" to himself. He was convicted by it that he was
legally dead, and because of his impenitence, unbelief,
hardheartedness, and determination to go on having his own way, he
is left spiritually dead. Unto others God grants "repentance unto
life," (Acts 11:18), but when once "sin unto death" has been
committed, it is "impossible to renew again unto repentance" (Heb.
6:4-6). By his opposition to the Gospel and refusal to receive
Christ’s "yoke," the guilty rebel has trampled under foot the blood of
God’s Son, and as that alone can procure forgiveness, there is now
no pardon available for him.

The very fact that it is designated "a sin unto death" rather
than "the sin unto death" confirms what we said in a previous
paragraph, namely, that it is not some specific offense but rather that
the particular form it takes varies in different cases. And herein we
may perceive how the sovereignty of God is exercised in connection
therewith. God allows some to go to greater lengths of wickedness
than others: some evil-doers He cuts off in youth, while other
workers of iniquity are permitted to live unto old age. Against some
He is more quickly and more strongly provoked than others. Some
souls He abandons to themselves more readily than He does others.
It is this which renders the subject so unspeakably solemn: no man
has any means of knowing how soon he may cross the line which
marks the limits of God’s forebearance with him. To trifle with God
is hazardous to the last degree.

That the sovereignty of God is exercised in this matter
appears very clearly from the cases of those whom He is pleased to
save. What fearful crimes Manasseh was guilty of before Divine
grace renewed him! What dreadful sins Saul of Tarsus committed
ere the Lord Jesus apprehended him! Let the writer and the reader
review their own unregenerate days: how dreadfully did we provoke
the Majesty on high; how long did we persevere in a course of open
rebellion; against what restraints, privileges, light and knowledge,
warnings and entreaties, did we act! How many of the godless
companions of our youth were cut off in their guilt, while we were
spared. Was it because our sins were less crimson? No, indeed; so
far as we can perceive, our sins were of a deeper dye than theirs.
Then why did God save us? and why were they sent to Hell? "Even



so, Father, for so it seemed good in Thy sight" must be the answer.

A sovereign God has drawn the line in every life which
marks the parting of the ways. When that line is reached by the
individual, God does one of two things with him: either He performs
a miracle of grace so that he becomes "a new creature in Christ
Jesus," or henceforth that individual is abandoned by Him, given up
to hardness of heart and final impenitency; and which it is, depends
entirely upon His own imperial pleasure. And none can tell how near
he may be to that line, for some reach it much earlier in life than
others—according as God sovereignly decreed. Therefore it is the
part of wisdom for each sinner to promptly heed that word "Seek ye
the Lord while he may be found" (Isa. 55:6), which plainly denotes
that soon it may be too late—as Proverbs 1:28-31 and Matthew
25:8-12 plainly show.

This solemn distinction which God makes between one case
and another was strikingly shadowed out under the law. We refer to
a remarkable detail concerning the jubilee year, a detail which seems
to have escaped the notice of those who have preached and written
on the subject. Those in Israel who, through poverty, had sold their
possessions, had them restored at the year of jubilee: see Leviticus
25:25-28. That was a wondrous and beautiful figure of the free grace
of God towards His people in Christ, by which, and not because of
anything of their own, they are restored to the Divine favor and
given a title to the heavenly inheritance. But in connection therewith
there was an exception, designed by God, we doubt not, to
adumbrate that which we are here treating upon. That exception we
will briefly notice.

"If a man sell a dwelling-house in a walled city, then he may
redeem it within a whole year after it is sold; within a full year may
he redeem it. And if it be not redeemed within the space of a full
year, then the house that is in the walled city shall be established
forever to him that bought it throughout his generations: it shall not
go out in the jubilee" (Lev. 25:29, 30). We cannot now attempt an
exposition of this interesting passage or dwell upon its leading
features. No part of the "land" could be sold outright (see 5:23), for
that was the free gift of God’s bounty—there can be no failure in
Divine grace; but houses in the city were the result of their labor
human responsibility being in view. If the house was sold and not
repurchased within a year, it passed beyond the reach of redemption,



its forfeiture being irrevocable and irrecoverable! Symbolically, the
"house" spoke of security under the Divine covenant, for in all
generations God in covenant has been the "dwelling-place" of His
people (Ps. 90:1). To part with his house typified a professor selling
himself to work presumptuous wickedness (1 Kings 21:20), and so
selling his soul, his God, his all. To such an one the Spirit will never
"proclaim liberty" of the Jubilee, for Satan holds him fast, and
Divine justice forbids his discharge: when God "shutteth up a man,
there can be no opening" (Job 12:14).

In view of all that has been before us, how softly we should
tread, how careful we should be of not provoking the Holy One!
How earnestly we should pray to be kept back from "presumptuous
sins"! How diligently should the young improve their privileges:
how they should heed that warning, "He that being often reproved
hardeneth his neck, shall suddenly be destroyed, and that without
remedy" (Prov. 29:1)! How careful we should be against adding sin
to sin, lest we provoke God to leave us unto final impenitency. Our
only safeguard is to heed the voice of the Lord without delay, lest he
"swear in His wrath" that we "should not enter into His rest"! How
we need to beg God to write those words upon our hearts, "Take
heed, brethren, lest there be in you an evil heart of unbelief, in
departing from the living God" (Heb. 3:12), for there is no hope
whatever for the apostate.

A word now unto those with tender consciences that fear
they may have committed sin for which there is no forgiveness. The
trembling and contrite sinner is the farthest from it. There is not one
instance recorded in Scripture where any who was guilty of "the
great transgression" and had been given up by God to inevitable
destruction, ever repented of his sins, or sought God’s mercy in
Christ; instead, they all continued obstinate and defiant, the
implacable enemies of Christ and His ways unto the end. While
there be in the heart any sincere valuing of God’s approbation, any
real sense of His holiness which deters from trifling with Him, any
genuine purpose to turn unto Him and submit to His requirements,
any true fearing of His wrath, that soul has not been abandoned by
Him. If you have a deep desire to obtain an interest in Christ, or
become a better Christian; if you are deeply troubled over sin, if
your heart grieves over its hardness, if you yearn and pray for more
tenderness of conscience, more yieldedness of will, more love and



obedience to Christ, then you have no cause to suspect you have
committed "the unpardonable sin."

"Lest there by any fornicator, or profane person, as Esau,
who, for one morsel of meat sold his birthright. For ye know how
that afterward when he would have inherited the blessing, he was
rejected: for he found no place of repentance, though he sought it
carefully with tears" (Heb. 12:16,17). These verses continue what
was before us in the preceding one, and complete the series of
exhortations begun in verse 12. As we pointed out at the close of the
previous article, the ultimate reference in verse 15 is first a warning
against that which if disregarded would end in apostasy, and second,
a caution against suffering one who evidences the symptoms of an
apostate to remain in the assembly—its language being an allusion
unto Deuteronomy 29:18. That warning and caution is now
exemplified by citing the fearful example of Esau, who, though born
among the covenant people and receiving (we doubt not) a pious
upbringing, committed a sin for which there was no forgiveness, and
became an apostate.

First of all, two particular sins are here warned against:
"fornication" and "profanity," each of which is "a root of bitterness,"
which if permitted to "spring up" will cause "trouble" to the guilty
one and "defile many" with whom he is associated. Both
"fornication" and "profanity" are opposed unto the holiness exhorted
unto in verse 14. Fornication is a sin against the second table of the
Law, and profanity a breach of its first table. As in verse 14 the
apostle had enjoined the Hebrews to "follow peace" which has
respect to man and "holiness" which regards our relation to God, so
now he forbids two sins, the first of which would be committed
against man, the second against God. The two sins go together, for
where a course of moral uncleanness is followed, profanity almost
always accompanies it; and on the other hand, profane persons
habitually think lightly of immorality. The forsaking of either sin by
sincere repentance is exceedingly rare.

The term "profane" has a more specific meaning and a wider
application than it is commonly accorded in our speech today. "Holy
things are said to be profaned when men take off the veneration that
is due unto them, and expose them to common use or contempt. To
‘profane’ is to violate, to corrupt, to prostitute to common use things
sacred, either in their nature or by Divine institution. A profane



person is one that despiseth, sets light by, or condemneth sacred
things. Such as mock at religion, or who lightly regard its promises
and threatenings; who despise or neglect its worship, who speak
irreverently of its concerns, we call profane persons, and such they
are, and such the world is filled with at this day. This profaneness is
the last step of entrance into final apostasy. When men, from
professors of religion, become despisers of and scoffers at it, their
state is dangerous, if not irrevocable" (John Owen).

An instance of this evil is given in Esau, and a fearfully
solemn case his is, one which would warn us not to put our trust in
external privileges. "He was the firstborn of Isaac, circumcised
according to the law of that ordinance, and partaker of all the
worship of God in that holy family; yet an outcast from the covenant
of grace and the promise thereof" (Owen). The particular offense
with which he is here charged is that "for one morsel of meat" he
"sold his birthright." Now the birthright or privilege of the firstborn
carried with it the following things: the special blessing of his father,
a double portion of his goods, dominion over his brethren, and
priestly functions (Num. 3:41) when the father was absent from
home. The "birthright" was regarded as a very special thing, being
typical of the primogeniture of Christ, of the adoption of saints, and
of a title to the heavenly inheritance. All of this Esau despised.

The historical account of Esau’s sin is recorded in the closing
verses of Genesis 25: the heinousness of it is exhibited in our text.
Esau preferred the gratification of the flesh rather than the blessing
of God. He relinquished all claims to the privileges contained in and
annexed to his being the firstborn, for a trifling and temporary
enjoyment of the body. Alas, how many there are like him in the
world today. What vast numbers prefer carnal pleasures to spiritual
joys, temporal advantages to eternal riches, physical gratification to
the soul’s salvation. By calling Esau "profane," the Holy Spirit
reveals that he placed no higher value upon sacred things than he did
upon those which were common. That which he received at the price
of his wickedness is termed "meat," to indicate that satisfying of the
flesh was his motive; and a "morsel," to emphasize the paltriness of
his choice.

The enormity of the sin of "profanity" is determined by the
sacredness of the objects to which it is opposed: let the reader
carefully compare Leviticus 18:21; 21:9; Nehemiah 13:17; Ezekiel



22:26. The "profane" are guilty of trampling God’s pearls beneath
their feet. To spurn the Scriptures, to desecrate the Sabbath, to revile
God’s servants, to despise or ridicule the Gospel, to mock at the
future state, are all so many forms of this unspeakable wickedness.
As helps against it we would mention the need of being well
instructed from the Word, so that we may know what are "holy"
things. To bring our hearts to realize the superlative excellency of
holiness. To meditate seriously and frequently upon God’s
indignation against those who slight what He highly esteems.

"For ye know how that afterward, when he would have
inherited the blessing, he was rejected: for he found no place of
repentance, though he sought it carefully with tears" (verse 17). This
takes us back to the closing section of Genesis 27, where we learn
the consequences which his sin entailed. Isaac had pronounced the
patriarchal benediction upon Jacob, which, when his brother learned
thereof deeply agitated him: "He cried with a great and exceeding
bitter cry" (Gen. 27:34). It was then that his "tears" were shed: but
they proceeded not from anguish of heart because he had sinned so
grievously against God, rather did they flow from a sense of self-
pity—they expressed his chagrin for the consequences which his
folly had produced. Similar are the lamentations of probably ninety-
nine out of a hundred so called "death-bed repentances." And such
will be the "weeping and wailing" of those in Hell: not because God
was so slighted and wronged by them, but because of the eternal
suffering which their sins have justly resulted in.

Esau’s "tears" were of no avail: "he was rejected." His appeal
came too late: Isaac had already bestowed the blessing upon Jacob.
It was like an Israelite seeking to recover his property eighteen
months after he had sold it: see again Leviticus 25:30. Isaac, who
was a prophet of God, His mouthpiece, refused to be moved by
Esau’s bitter wailing. In like manner, the Lord says of those who
have sinned away the day of grace "They shall call upon Me, but I
will not answer; they shall seek Me early, but they shall not find
Me" (Prov. 1:28); and "Therefore will I also deal in fury: Mine eye
shall not spare, neither will I have pity: and though they cry in Mine
ears with a loud voice, yet will I not hear them" (Ezek. 8:18). O
what point that gives to the call "Seek ye the Lord while He may be
found, call ye upon Him while He is near" (Isa. 55:6). Reader, if you
have not yet genuinely responded to that call, do so at once; delay is



fraught with the utmost peril to your soul.

The apostle was here addressing professing Christians, and
the fearful case of Esau is set before them (and us!) as a warning
against departing from the Narrow Way, of exchanging the high
privileges of the faithful for the temporary advantages of a faithless
world. The doom of the apostate is irretrievable. To lightly esteem,
and then despise, sacred things, will be followed "afterward" by
bitter regret and unavailing anguish. To reject the terms of the
Gospel in order to gratify the lusts of the flesh for a brief season, and
then suffer forever and ever in the Lake of Fire, is the height of
madness. No excuse could palliate Esau’s profanity, and nothing can
extenuate the wickedness of him who prefers the drudgery of Satan
to the freedom there is in Christ. Esau’s rejection by Isaac was the
evidence of his reprobation by God. May it please the Lord to use
this article to search the heart of every reader.



Hebrews 12:18, 19

Chapter 97 - The Inferiority of Judaism

As there are certain parts of a country which offer less
attraction than others unto tourists and sight-seers, so there are some
portions of Scripture which are of less interest to most readers and
writers. As there are some scenes in Nature which can be taken in at
a glance while others invite a repeated survey, so there are verses in
each Epistle which afford less scope than others unto the teacher.
That is why almost every preacher has a sermon on certain favorite
texts, whereas other verses are neglected by nearly all pulpits. But
the expositor has not the same freedom to follow his inclinations as
the textual sermonizer: unless he shirks his duty, he must go through
a passage verse by verse, and clause by clause. Still more so is this
the case with one who essays to write a commentary upon a whole
book of the Bible: he is not free to pick and choose, nor yield to his
personal preferences, but must give the same attention and
enlargement to one part as to another.

The above reflections have occurred to the editor as he has
pondered the verses which next claim our consideration in Hebrews
12. Their contents are not likely to make much appeal unto the
ordinary reader, for there seems little in them which would be
relished either by those who have an appetite for "strong meat" or by
those preferring the "milk" of babes. Our passage neither sets forth
any of the "doctrine of grace" nor presents any practical exhortation
for the Christian life. Instead, it alludes to an historical incident
which was chiefly of interest to the Jews, and multiplies details from
the same which would be tedious unto the average churchgoer of
this untoward generation. Nevertheless, it is a part of God’s Word,
and as it lies in our immediate path through this Epistle we shall not
ignore or turn from it. As the Lord enables, we shall endeavor to
give it the same attention and space as what has preceded it.

The passage upon which we are about to enter (which
reaches from Hebrews 12:18 to the end of the chapter) has been
variously interpreted by different commentators. One class of more



recent writers have, it seems to us, been far more anxious to read
into it their own pet theory regarding the future, than to interpret
these verses in accord with the theme of the Epistle in which they
are found. It would indeed be strange for the apostle to introduce
here a reference to some future "millennium:" the more so in view of
the fact that he has studiously avoided the use of the future tense—
note the emphatic "ye are come" (verse 22) and "but now" (verse
26). If due attention be paid unto the main line of the apostle’s
argument in this treatise, then there should be no difficulty in
arriving at a correct understanding—of the substance of it, at least—
of this portion of it.

As we pointed out so frequently in the earlier articles of this
series, the immediate and principal design of the apostle in this
Epistle, was to prevail with the Hebrews in persuading them unto a
perseverance in their profession of the Gospel, for therein they
appear at that time to have been greatly shaken. Therefore does he
warn them, again and again, of the various causes and occasions of
backsliding. Principal among these were, first, an evil heart of
unbelief, the sin which did so easily beset them. Second, an undue
valuation of the excellency of Judaism and the Mosaical church-
state. Third, wavering under the afflictions and persecutions which
fidelity to the Gospel entailed. Fourth, prevalent lusts, such as
profaneness and fornication. Each of these we have considered in
the preceding sections.

The principal argument which the apostle had urged unto
their constancy in Christianity, was the superlative excellency, glory,
and benefit of the Gospel-state into which the Hebrews had been
called. This he has accomplished and proved by setting forth the
person and office of its Author, His priesthood and sacrifice, with all
the spiritual worship and privileges belonging thereto. Each of these
he compared and contrasted with the things that corresponded unto
the same during the O.T. dispensation. Thereby he set over against
each other the type and the antitype, the shadow and the substance,
and by so doing made it unmistakably evident that the new economy
was immeasurably superior to the old, that all the ordinances and
institutions of the law were but prefigurations of those spiritual
realities which are now revealed by the Gospel.

Having insisted so largely and so particularly on these things
in the preceding chapters and brought his arguments from them to a



plain issue, he now recapitulates them as a whole. In the passage
which is now to engage our attention the apostle presents a brief
scheme of the two states or economies (designated as "testaments"
or "covenants"), balancing them one against another, and thereby
demonstrating the conclusive force of his central argument and the
exhortations which he had based upon it, unto constancy and
perseverance in the faith of the Gospel. It is no new argument which
he here proceeds with, nor is it a special amplification of the
warning pointed by the example of Esau; still less is it a departure
from his great theme by a sudden excursus into the realm of
eschatology. Instead, it is a forcible summary, under a new dress, of
all he had previously advanced.

The central design, then, of our passage as a whole, was to
present one more and final antithesis of Judaism and Christianity.
The contrast here drawn is virtually parallel with the one instituted
in Galatians 4 between Hagar and Sarah, the figure of two "mounts"
being used instead of the two women. The great honor and chief
privilege of the Judaical Church-state whereon all particular
advantages did depend, was their coming to and station in mount
Sinai at the giving of the Law. It was there that Jehovah revealed
Himself with all the insignia of His awe-inspiring majesty. It was
there that they were taken into covenant with the Lord (Ex. 24), to
be His peculiar people above all the world. It was there that Israel
was formed into a national Church (Acts 7:38). It was there that they
had committed unto them all the privileges of Divine worship. It is
that very glory which the Jews boast of to this day, and whereon
they rest in their rejection of the Gospel.

It was necessary, then, for the apostle to make direct
reference unto that upon which the unbelieving Hebrews based all
their hopes, and to which they were appealing in their efforts to get
their believing brethren to apostatize from Christ. His argument had
neither been complete nor conclusive unless he could undermine
their confidence in the foundational glory of Judaism, take off their
hearts from unduly admiring, and show that it had been succeeded
by that which "excelleth." He therefore directs attention to those
features in connection with the giving of the Law, which so far from
being calculated to win the affections, inspired with dread and terror.
He points out a number of items which by their very nature
intimated that the Divine communications vouchsafed at Sinai were



not the full and final unveiling of the Divine character, such as the
souls of awakening sinners longed for.

Our introduction has been a somewhat lengthy one, though
briefer than that of J. Owen, which we have closely followed in the
last paragraphs; yet we deemed it necessary. The details of our
present passage cannot be viewed in their true perspective until they
are rightly focused in the light of our Epistle as a whole. The scope
of the passage must first be determined, before we are ready to
examine its several members. This calls for time and real study, yet
only as this preliminary work is properly executed will we be
preserved from those errors which are inevitably fallen into when a
passage is treated hurriedly and superficially. This is only another
way of saying that, the foundation must be well and securely laid, if
it is to bear successfully the superstructure which is raised upon it.
Alas that such foundation-labor is so little appreciated today.

"For ye are not come unto the mount that might be touched,
and that burned with fire" (v. 18). The apostle here returns to his
central theme by an easy and natural transition. He had just been
dehorting from back-sliding, pointed out by the solemn case of
Esau. Now he urges unto constancy by appealing to the privileges
they enjoyed. As Calvin well put it, "The higher the excellency of
Christ’s kingdom than the dispensation of Moses, and the more
glorious our calling than that of the ancient people, the more
disgraceful and the less excusable is our ingratitude, unless we
embrace in a becoming manner the great favor offered to us, and
humbly adore the majesty of Christ which is here made evident. And
then, as God does not present Himself to us clothed in terrors as He
did formerly to the Jews, but lovingly and kindly invites us to
Himself, so the sin of ingratitude will be thus doubled, except we
willingly and in earnest respond to His gracious invitation."

"For ye are not come unto the mount that might be touched."
The principal design which the apostle here had in hand was to set
forth, in its most attractive form (see verses 22-24), that evangelical
state where-unto the Hebrews had been called and into which they
had entered. This he first does negatively, by describing the Church-
state under the O.T., from which they had been delivered. Thus,
before the "Ye are come" of verse 22, he introduces this "For ye are
not come." Two things were thereby noted: that order or system to
which their fathers belonged, but from which they had been freed by



their responding to the Gospel call. They were no more concerned in
all that dread and terror, and their consideration of that fact supplied
a powerful motive to their perseverance in the Christian faith.

Freely granting that a great privilege was conferred on their
fathers at Sinai, the apostle observes "that it was done in such a way
of dread and terror, as that sundry things are manifest therein: as, 1.
That there was no evidence in all that was done of God’s being
reconciled to them, in and by those things. The whole representation
of Him was of an absolute Sovereign and a severe Judge. Nothing
declared Him as a Father, gracious and merciful. 2. There was no
intimation of any condescension from the exact severity of what was
required in the law or of any relief or pardon in case of
transgression. 3. There was no promise of grace in a way of aid or
assistance for the performance of what was required. Thunders,
voices, earthquakes and fire gave no signification of these things. 4.
The whole was hereby nothing but a glorious ministration of death
and condemnation (as the apostle speaks: 2 Corinthians 3:7) whence
the conscience of sinners were forced to subscribe to their own
condemnation, as just and equal.

"5. God was here represented in all outward demonstrations
of infinite holiness, justice, severity and terrible majesty on the one
hand; and on the other, men in their lowest condition of sin, misery,
guilt and death. If there be not therefore something else to interpose
between God and men, somewhat to fill up the space between
infinite severity and inexpressible guilt, all this glorious preparation
was nothing but a theater set up for the pronouncing of judgment
and the sentence of eternal condemnation against sinners. And on
this consideration depends the force of the apostle’s argument; and
the due apprehension and declaration of, is a better explanation of
vv. 18-21 than the opening of the particular expressions will amount
to; yet they also must be explained.

"It is hence evident, that the Israclites in the station of Sinai,
did bear the persons of convicted sinners under the sentence of the
law. There might be many of them justified in their own persons by
faith in the promise; but as they stood and heard and received the
law, they represented sinners under the sentence of it, not yet
relieved by the Gospel. And this we may have respect to in our
exposition, as that which is that final intention of the apostle to
declare, as is manifest from the description which he gives of the



Gospel-state, and of those that are interested therein" (John Owen).

"For ye are not come unto the mount that might be touched."
It is both pathetic and amusing to read the various shifts made by
some of the commentators to "harmonize" the opening words of our
text with what is said in Exodus 19:12, "Thou shalt set bounds unto
the people round about, saying, Take heed to yourselves, that ye go
not up into the mount, or touch the border of it: whosoever toucheth
the mount shall surely be put to death." Some have pleaded that the
little "not be touched" was inadvertantly dropped by a copyist of the
Greek manuscript. Others insist our verse should be rendered, "Ye
are come to a mount not to be touched." But the only "discrepancy"
here is in the understanding of the expositors. The apostle was not
making a quotation from Exodus. but rather describing, negatively,
that order of things unto which the Gospel had brought the believing
Hebrews. In so doing, he shows the striking contrast between it and
the order of things connected with the giving of the Law.

"For ye are not come unto the mount that might be touched."
The simple and evident meaning of this is: The Gospel has not
brought you unto that which is material and visible, palpable and
touchable by the physical senses, but only what is spiritual and can
only be apprehended by faith. A "mount" is a thing of the earth;
whereas the glory of Christianity is entirely celestial. The passage
which most clearly interprets this clause is found in our Lord’s
discourse with the woman at the well: "Jesus saith unto her, Woman,
believe Me, the hour cometh, when you shall neither in this
mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship the Father... But the hour
cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the
Father in spirit and in truth" (John 4:21, 23). Judaism was the
Church’s kindergarten, in which its infantile members were
instructed, mainly, through their bodily senses. Christianity has
introduced a far superior order of things.

"For ye are not come unto the mount that might be touched,"
then, is a figurative way of saying that Christ has opened a way into
something infinitely superior to a system which, as such, had
nothing better than "a worldly sanctuary" and "carnal ordinances"
(Heb. 9:1, 10). The Greek word for "come" in our text is that
technical or religious term which had been used repeatedly by the
apostle in this Epistle to express a sacred access or coming to God in
His worship: see Hebrews 4:16, 7:25, 10:1—last clause "comers



thereunto." Mount Sinai was a material thing, exposed to the
outward senses, and was an emblem of the entire order of things
connected with Judaism. As such, it was in complete contrast from
that order of things brought in by Christ, which is wholly spiritually,
invisible, and celestial. The one was addressed to the bodily senses;
the other to the higher faculties of the soul. Spiritually speaking,
Romanists and all other Ritualists are occupied with "the mount that
might be touched"!

"And that burned with fire." In their most literal sense those
words allude to what transpired at Sinai. In Exodus 19:18 we read,
"And mount Sinai was altogether on a smoke, because the Lord
descended upon it in fire." But it is with their figurative purport we
are more concerned. In Scripture "fire" is the symbol of Divine
wrath and judgment. As we are told in Deuteronomy 4:24, "The
Lord thy God is a consuming fire, a jealous God," and the "jealousy"
of God is, His holy severity against sin, not to leave it unpunished.
With respect unto the law which He there gave—for Deuteronomy
33:2 declares "from His right hand went a fiery law"—it signified its
inexorable sternness and efficacy to destroy its transgressors. Thus,
the "fire" denoted the awful majesty of God as an inflexible Judge,
and the terror which His law strikes into the minds of its violators
with expectations of fiery indignation.

This was the first thing which the people beheld when they
came to Sinai: God as a "consuming fire" presented to their view!
Thus it is in the experience of those whom God saves. For many
years, it may be, they lived in a state of unconcern: they had no
heart-affecting views of the majesty and authority of God, and no
pride-withering apprehensions of the fearfulness of their guilt. But
when the Spirit awakens them from the sleep of death, gives them to
realize Who it is with whom they have to do, and whose anger burns
against sin; when the Law is applied to their conscience, convicting
them of their innumerable offenses, their hearts are filled with dread
and misery as they perceive their undone condition. There the law
leaves them, and thence they must be consumed, unless they obtain
deliverance by Jesus Christ.

And that was exactly what, by Divine grace, these believing
Hebrews had obtained. The Redeemer had "delivered them from the
wrath to come" (1 Thess. 1:10). They were now as secure in Him as
Noah was in the ark. The fire of God’s wrath had spent itself on the



person of their Substitute. God was now reconciled to them, and
henceforth they had an inalienable standing before Him—mnot as
trembling criminals, but as accepted sons. To them the word was
"For ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye
have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father"
(Rom. 8:15). No, as Christians, we have nothing more to do with the
mount "that burned with fire," but only with "the Throne of Grace."
Hallelujah! Alas that so many Christians are being robbed of their
birthright. If Romanists and Ritualists are guilty of being occupied
with "the mount that might be touched," then those who are
constantly presenting God before His people in His dread majesty—
instead of as a loving Father—are taking them back to the mount
"that burned with fire."

"Nor unto blackness and darkness." Here again the literal
allusion is unto the awe-inspiring phenomena which attended the
giving of the law. There was "a thick cloud upon the mount, . . .
mount Sinai was altogether on a smoke" (Ex. 19:16, 18). Different
commentators have resorted to various conjectures in their efforts to
"harmonize" the "blackness and darkness" with the "fire:" some
suggesting the one was followed by the other after an interval of
time, others supposing the "darkness" was over the camp and the
"fire" at the summit of the mount. But such theorizings are worthless
in the face of Deuteronomy 5:22-23, "The Lord spake unto all your
assembly in the mount out of the midst of the fire, of the cloud, and
of the thick darkness . . . ye heard the voice out of the midst of the
darkness, for the mountain did burn with fire." The fact is this "fire"
was supernatural: as that of Babylon’s furnace burned not while the
three Hebrews were in it (Dan. 3), this glowed not—increasing the
terror of its beholders because it emitted no light!

If the above explanation be deemed "far fetched," we would
appeal to the corroborating correspondency in the experience of
those who have been saved. Was it not a fact that when we were shut
up under guilt and terrified by the representation of God’s severity
against sin, we looked in vain for anything in the Law which could
yield relief? When the glory of God’s holiness shined into your
conscience and His law was applied in convicting and condemning
power, did you perceive His merciful design in the same? No,
indeed; at that time, His gracious purpose was covered with
"blackness," and "darkness" filled your soul. You perceived not that



the law was His instrument for flaying your self-righteous hopes
(Rom. 7:10) and "a schoolmaster unto Christ" (Gal. 3:24). Your case
appeared hopeless; and despite the fiery power of the law, you knew
not how to "order your speech (before God) by reason of darkness"
(Job 37:19).

"And tempest:" under this term the apostle comprises the
thundering, lightnings, the earthquake which were on and in mount
Sinai (Ex. 19:16, 18) all of which symbolized the disquieting
character of so much that marked the Mosaic economy—in contrast
from the peace and assurance which the Gospel imparts to those
who believingly appropriate it. The order here agrees with the
experience of those whom God saves. First, there is an application
of the "fiery law," which burns and terrifies the conscience. Second,
there is the blackness and darkness of despair which follows the
discovery of our lost condition. Third, there is the agitation of mind
and turmoil of heart in seeking help by self-efforts and finding none.
The soul has no light and knows not what to do. The mind is in a
tumult, for no escape from the law’s just course seems possible. Not
yet has Christ appeared to the distressed one.

"And the sound of a trumpet." This too, we believe, was a
supernatural one, emitting ear-splitting tones, shrill and loud,
designed to inspire both awe and fear. It signified the near approach
of God. It was to summon the people before Him as their lawgiver
and Judge (Ex. 19:17). It was the outward sign of the promulgation
of the Law, for immediately upon the sound of it, God spoke unto
them. It was a pledge of the final judgment, when all flesh shall be
summoned before God to answer the terms of His law.
Experimentally, it is the imperative summons of the Word for the
soul to answer to God’s call. Those who neglect it, will have to
answer for the whole when they receive the final summons at the
last day. Those who answer it now, are brought into God’s presence
in fear and trembling, who then reveals to them Christ as an all-
sufficient Savior.

"And the voice of words." This is the seventh and final detail
which the apostle here noticed. The "voice of words" was articulate
and intelligible, in contrast from the dull roar of the thunder and the
shrill tones of the trumpet. Those "words" were the ten
commandments, written afterward on the two tables of stone: see
Deuteronomy 5:22 and the preceding verses. Those "words" were



uttered by the voice of the Lord God Almighty (Ex. 20:1),
concerning which we are told, "The voice of the Lord is powerful;
the voice of the Lord is full of majesty; the voice of the Lord
breaketh the cedars" (Ps. 29:4,5) etc. It was God declaring unto His
Church the eternal establishment of His Law, that no alteration
should be made in its commands or penalties, but that all must be
fulfilled.

"Which voice they that heard entreated that the words should
not be spoken to them any more." This reveals the terror-stricken
state of those who were encamped before Sinai. There was that on
every side which inspired awe and dread: Nature itself convulsed
and supernatural phenomena attending the same. This was intended
to show the people that God had ascended His awful tribunal as a
strict Judge. But that which filled them with intolerable
consternation was the voice of God Himself speaking immediately
to them. It was not that they refused to hear Him, but that they
desired Him to speak to them through Moses, the typical Mediator.
Experimentally, the sinner is overwhelmed when the voice of God in
the law comes in power to his conscience.



Hebrews 12:20, 21

Chapter 98 - The Inferiority of Judaism

The Divine law was, for the substance of it, originally
written in the hearts of mankind by God Himself, when their federal
head and father was created in His own image and likeness. But
through the fall it was considerably marred, as to its efficacious
motions in the human heart. The entrance of sin and the corruption
of our nature largely silenced its authoritative voice in the soul.
Nevertheless, its unchanging demand and dread penalty were
secured in the consciences of Adam’s depraved posterity. The law is
so inlaid with the principles of our moral nature, so engrafted on all
the faculties of our souls, that none has been able to completely get
from under its power. Though the wicked find it utterly contrary to
their desires and designs, and continually threatening their
everlasting ruin, yet they cannot utterly cast off its yoke: see
Romans 2:14, 15. Hence it is that, even among the most degraded
and savage tribes, a knowledge of right and wrong, with some
standard of conduct, is preserved.

Not only was the impression of the Divine law upon the
human heart largely—though not totally—defaced by Adam’s
apostasy, but from Cain unto the Exodus succeeding generations
more and more flouted its authority, and disregarded its
requirements in their common practice. Therefore, when God took
Israel into covenant relationship with Himself and established them
into a national Church, He restored to them His law, in all its purity,
majesty, and terror. This He did, not only to renew it as a guide unto
all righteousness and holiness, as the only rule of obedience unto
Himself and of right and equity amongst men, and also to be a check
unto sin by its commands and threatenings, but principally to declare
in the Church the eternal establishment of it, that no alteration
should be made in it, but that all must be fulfilled to the uttermost
before any sinner can have any acceptance with Him.

As the Law was the original rule of obedience between God
and mankind, and as it had failed of its end through the entrance of



sin, the Lord had never revived and proclaimed it in so solemn a
manner at Sinai, had it been capable of any abrogation and alteration
at any time. Nay, He then gave many additional evidences of its
perpetuity and abiding authority. It was solely for the promulgation
of His law that the presence of God appeared on the mount, attended
with such dreadful solemnity. The Ten Commandments were the
only communication which God then gave directly unto the people
themselves—those institutions which were to be repealed at a later
date (the ceremonial laws) were given through Moses! Those ten
commandments were spoken directly unto the whole nation with a
Voice that was great and terrible. Later, they were written by His
own finger on tables of stone. Thus did God confirm His law and
evidence that it was incapable of dissolution. How it has been
established and fulfilled the Epistle to the Romans makes known.

The different forms which the Lord’s appearances took in
O.T. times were always in accord with each distinct revelation of
His mind and will. He appeared to Abraham in the shape of a man
(Gen. 18:1, 2), because He came to give promise of the Seed of
blessing and to vouchsafe a representation of the future incarnation.
To Moses He appeared as a flame in a bush which was not
consumed (Ex. 3), because He would intimate that all the fiery trials
through which the Church should pass would not consume it, and
that because He was in it. To Joshua He appeared as a man of war,
with drawn sword in His hand (Josh. 5:13), because He would
assure him of victory over all his enemies. But at Sinai His
appearing was surrounded by terrors, because He would represent
the severity of His law, with the inevitable and awful destruction of
all those who lay not hold of the promise for deliverance.

The place of this glorious and solemn appearing of the Lord
was also full of significance. It was neither in Egypt not yet in
Canaan, but in the midst of a great howling desert. Only those who
have actually seen the place, can form any adequate conception of
the abject dreariness and desolation of the scene. It was an absolute
solitude, far removed from the habitation and converse of man. Here
the people could neither see nor hear anything but God and
themselves. There was no shelter or place of retirement: they were
brought out into the open, face to face with God. Therein He gave a
type and representation of the Great Judgment at the last day, when
all who are out of Christ will be brought face to face with their



Judge, and will behold nothing but the tokens of His wrath, and hear
only the Law’s dread sentence announcing their irrevocable doom.

Sinai was surrounded by a barren and fruitless wilderness,
wherein there was neither food nor water. Accurately does that
depict the unregenerate in a state of sin: the Law brings forth
nothing in their lives which is acceptable to God or really beneficial
to the souls of men. The Mount itself produced nothing but bushes
and brambles, from which some scholars say its name is derived.
From a distance that vegetation makes an appearance of some
fruitfulness in the place, but when it be more closely examined it is
found that there is nothing except that which is fit for the fire. Thus
it is with sinners under the law. They seem to perform many works
of obedience, yea, such as they trust in and make their boast of; but
when they are weighed in the Divine balance, they are found to be
but thorns and briars, the dead works of those whose minds are
enmity against God. Nothing else can the law bring forth from those
who are out of Christ: "From Me is thy fruit found" (Hos. 14:8) is
His own avowal.

Nor was there any water in the desert of Horeb to make it
fruitful. Pause, my reader, and admire the "wondrous works" (Ps.
145:5) of God. When we are given eyes to see, we may discern the
Creator’s handiwork as plainly in the desolate wastes of Nature as in
the fertile fields and gardens, as truly in the barren and forbidding
mountains as in the fruitful and attractive valleys. He whose fingers
had shaped the place where His Son was crucified as "a place of a
skull" (Matthew 27:33), had diverted from the desert of Horeb all
rivers and streams. That water upon which the people of God then
lived, issued from the smitten rock (Ex. 17:6), for it is only through
Christ that the Holy Spirit is given: see John 7:28, 39, Acts 2:33,
Titus 3:5, 6. They who reject Christ have not the Spirit: see Romans
8:9, Jude 19.

We may further observe that, the appearing of the Lord God
at the giving of the Law was on the top of a high mountain, and not
in a plain: this added to both the glory and the terror of it. This gave
a striking adumbration of the Throne of His majesty, high over the
people, who were far below at its base. As they looked up, they saw
the mount above them full of fire and smoke, the ground on which
they stood quaking beneath their feet, the air filled with thunderings
and lightnings, with the piercing blasts of the trumpet and the voice



of the Lord Himself falling on their ears. What other thought could
fill their minds than that it was "a fearful thing" to be summoned to
judgment before the ineffably Holy One? O that the preachers of our
day could say with him who had experienced the reality of Sinai in
his own soul, "Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we
persuade men" (2 Cor. 5:11).

The Lord’s appearing on mount Sinai was only a temporary
one—in contrast with His "dwelling" in Zion (Isa. 8:18). This
shadowed-forth the fact that the economy there instituted was but a
transient one—though the Law there promulgated is eternal. Those,
then, who turn unto Sinai for salvation are left entirely unto
themselves. "God dwells no more on Sinai. Those who abide under
the law (as a covenant, A.W.P.) shall neither have His presence nor
any gracious pledge of it. And all these things are spoken to stir us
up to seek for an interest in that blessed Gospel-state which is here
proposed to us. And thus much we have seen already, that without it
there is neither relief from the cure of the law, nor acceptable fruit of
obedience, nor pledge of Divine favor to be obtained" (John Owen,
whom we have again followed closely in the above paragraphs).

Before turning to the final lines in the graphic picture which
the apostle gave of the appearing of the Lord at Sinai, let us again
remind ourselves of his principal design in the same. The immediate
end which the apostle had before him, was to persuade the Hebrews
to adhere closely to the Gospel, his appeal being drawn from the
evident fact of the superlative excellency of it to the law. In
particular, he was here enforcing his former exhortations unto
steadfastness under afflictions, to an upright walk in the ways of
God, to the following of peace with all men, and to persevere
diligently that they failed not of the grace of God. This he does by
pointing out that ancient order of things from which they had been
delivered, for such is the force of his opening words "ye are not
come unto" etc. (verse 18).

"For they could not endure that which was commanded"
(verse 20). Having mentioned in the preceding verses seven things
which their fathers came unto at Sinai, the apostle now describes the
effects which those startling phenomena produced upon them. The
first was, the people "entreated that the word should not be spoken
to them any more" (verse 19), the reason being "for they could not
endure" it. The display of God’s terrible majesty, the distance from



Him they were required to maintain, and the high spirituality of the
Law then promulgated, with its fearful penalty attending the least
infraction of it, completely overwhelmed them. So it is still: a view
of God as a Judge, represented in fire and blackness, will fill the
souls of convicted sinners with dread and terror. No matter how
boldly and blatantly they have carried themselves, when the Spirit
brings a transgressor to that Mount, the stoutest heart will quake.

When God deals with men by the Law, He shuts them up to
Himself and their own conscience. As we pointed out in an earlier
paragraph, God gave the Law to Israel neither in Egypt nor in
Canaan, but in a desert, a place of absolute solitude, remote from the
commerce of men. There the people could neither see nor hear
anything but God and themselves. There was no shelter or place or
retirement: they were brought out into the open, face to face with
Him with whom they had to do. So it is now: when God has designs
of mercy toward a sinner, when He takes him in hand, He brings him
out of all his retreats and refuges, and compels him to face the just
demands of His Law, and the unspeakable dreadful manner in which
he has hitherto disregarded its requirements and sought to hear not
its accusations.

When the Law is preached to sinners—alas in so many
places today that which gives "the knowledge of sin" (Rom. 3:20) is
entirely omitted—it usually falls upon the ears of those who
promptly betake themselves to various retreats and reliefs for
evading its searching and terror-producing message. They seek
refuge in the concerns and amusements of this life in order to crowd
out serious and solemn thoughts of the life to come. They listen to
the bewitching promises of self-pleasing, "the pleasures of sin for a
season." Or, they put far forward in their minds the "evil day," and
take security in resolutions of repentance and reformation before
death shall come upon them. They have many other things to engage
their attention than to listen to the voice of the Law; at least, they
persuade themselves it is not yet necessary that they should
seriously hearken thereto.

But when God brings the sinner to the Mount, as He most
certainly will, either here or hereafter, all these pretenses and false
comforts vanish, every prop is knocked from under him: to hide
away from his Judge is now impossible. "Judgment also will I lay to
the line, and righteousness to the plummet: and the hail shall sweep



away the refuge of lies, and the waters shall overflow the hiding
place" (Isa. 28:17). Then it is that the sinner discovers that "the bed
is shorter than a man can stretch himself on it: the covering narrower
than he can wrap himself in it" (Isa. 28:20). He is forced out into the
open: he is brought face to face with his Maker; he is compelled to
attend unto the voice of the Law. There is neither escape nor relief
for him. His conscience is now held to that which he can neither
endure nor avoid. He is made to come out from behind the trees, to
find his fig-leaves provide no covering (Gen. 3:9-11).

As the stern and inexorable voice of the Law enters into his
innermost being, "piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and
spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the
thoughts and intents of the heart" (Heb. 4:12), the poor sinner is
paralyzed with fear. The sight of the Divine Majesty on His throne,
overwhelms him: the terms and curse of the Law slay his every
hope. Now he experiences the truth of Romans 7:9, 10, "For I was
alive (in my own estimation) without the law once; but when the
commandment came (applied in power to the conscience by the
Spirit) sin revived (became a living, raging, cursed reality) and I
died (to all expectation of winning God’s approval). And the
commandment, which was unto life, I found unto death." Like Israel
before Sinai, the sinner cannot endure the voice of the Law. The
Law commands him, but provides no strength to meet its
requirements. It shows him his sins, but it reveals no Savior. He is
encompassed with terror and sees no way of escape from eternal
death.

That is the very office of the Law in the hands of the Holy
Spirit: to shatter the sinner’s unconcern, to make him conscious of
the claims of the holy God, to convict him of his lifelong rebellion
against Him, to strip him of the rags of his self-righteousness, to slay
all hope of self-help and self-deliverance, to bring him to the
realization that he is lost, utterly undone, sentenced to death. "Which
voice they that heard entreated that the word should not be spoken to
them any more; for they could not endure that which was
commanded" (Heb. 12:19, 20). When the Holy Spirit applies the
Law in power, the sinner’s own conscience is obliged to
acknowledge that his condemnation is just. And there the Law
leaves him: wretched, hopeless, terror-stricken. Unless he flies for
refuge to Christ he is lost forever.



Reader, suffer us please to make this a personal issue. Have
you ever experienced anything which corresponds, in substance, to
what we have said above? Have you ever heard the thunderings and
felt the lightnings of Sinai in your own soul? Have you, in your
conscience, been brought face to face with your Judge, and heard
Him read the fearful record of your transgressions? Have you
received by the Law such a knowledge of sin that you are painfully
conscious that every faculty of your soul and every member of your
body is defiled and corrupt? Have you been driven out of every
refuge, and relief and brought into the presence of Him who is
ineffably holy and inflexibly just, who "will by no means clear the
guilty" (Ex. 34:7)? Have you heard that dread sentence "Cursed is
every one that continueth not in all things which are written in the
book of the law to do them" (Gal. 3:10)? Has it brought you down
into the dust to cry, "I am lost: utterly, hopelessly lost; there is
nothing I can do to deliver myself"? The ground must be ploughed
before it can receive seed, and the heart must be broken up by the
Law before it is ready for the Gospel.

In addition to the other terror-producing elements connected
with the institution of Judaism, the apostle mentions two other
features. "And if so much as a beast touch the mountain, it shall be
stoned, or thrust through with a dart" (verse 20). To increase the
reverence which was due to the appearing of Jehovah on Sinai, the
people were required to keep their distance at the base of the mount,
and were strictly forbidden an approach beyond the bounds fixed to
them. This command was confirmed by a penalty, that every one
who transgressed it should be put to death, as a disobedient rebel,
devoted to utter destruction. This restriction and its sanction was
also designed to produce in the people awe and terror of God in His
giving of the Law.

That to which the apostle referred is recorded in Exodus
19:12, 13, "Take heed to yourselves, that ye go not into the mount,
or touch the border of it: whosoever touchest the mount shall be
surely put to death: There shall not a hand touch it, but he shall
surely be stoned, or shot through; whether it be beast or man, it shall
not live." As Owen well suggested, the prohibition respecting the
cattle of the Israelites not only made the more manifest the absolute
inaccessibleness of God in and by the Law, but also seemed to
intimate the uncleanness of all things which sinners possess, by



virtue of their relation to them. Everything that fallen man touches is
defiled by him, and even "the sacrifice of the wicked is an
abomination to the Lord" (Prov. 15:8).

The punishment of the man who defiantly touched the Mount
was death by stoning, that of a beast by stoning or being thrust
through with a dart. In either ease they were slain at a distance: no
hand touched the one who had offended. This emphasized the
heinousness of the offense and the execrableness of the offender:
others must not be defiled by coming into immediate contact with
them—at what a distance ought we to keep ourselves from
everything which falls under the curse of the Law! How the whole
of this brings out the stern severity of the Law! "If even an irrational
animal was to be put to death in a manner which marked it as un-
clean—as something not to be touched—what might rational
offenders expect as the punishment of their sins? and if the violation
of a positive institution of this kind involved consequences so
fearful, what must be the result of transgressing the moral
requirements of the great Lawgiver?" (John Brown).

"And so terrible was the sight, that Moses said, I exceedingly
fear and quake" (verse 21). The apostle now turns from the people
themselves, and describes the effect upon their leader of the terror-
producing phenomena that attended the institution of Judaism. Here
was the very man who had dared, again and again, to confront the
powerful monarch of Egypt and make known to him the demand of
God, and later announced to his face the coming of plague after
plague. Here was the commander-in-chief of Israel’s hosts, who had
boldly led them through the Red Sea. He was a holy person, more
eminent in grace than all others of his time, for he was "very meek,
above all the men which were upon the face of the earth" (Num.
12:3). Now if such a man was overcome with dread, how terrible
must be the severity and curse of the Divine Law!

Furthermore, let it be carefully borne in mind that Moses was
no stranger to the Lord Himself: not only was he accustomed to
receive Divine revelations, but he had previously beheld a
representation of the Lord’s presence at the bush. Moreover, he was
the Divinely-appointed intermediary, the mediator between God and
the people at that time. Yet none of these privileges exempted him
from an overwhelming dread of the terror of the Lord in the giving
the Law. What a proof is this that the very best of men cannot stand



before God on the ground of their own righteousness! How utterly
vain are the hopes of those who think to be saved by Moses (John
9:28)! Surely if there be anything in all the Scriptures which should
turn us from resting on the Law for salvation, it is the horror and
terror of Moses on mount Sinai.

"And so terrible was the sight, that Moses said, I exceedingly
fear and quake." The fact that there is no record given in the O.T. of
this particular item, occasions no difficulty whatever unto those who
believe in the full inspiration of Holy Writ. Nor is there any need for
us to have recourse unto the Romish theory of "unwritten tradition,"
and suppose that a knowledge of the terror of Moses had been orally
preserved among the Jews. That which had not been chronicled in
the book of Exodus, was here revealed to the apostle by the Holy
Spirit Himself, and was now recorded by him for the purpose of
accentuating the awfulness of what occurred at Sinai; and this, that
the Hebrews should be increasingly thankful that Divine grace had
connected them with so different an order of things.

The scope and design of the whole of our passage should
now be obvious to the reader. The purpose of the apostle was to
show again how inferior Judaism was to Christianity. This he here
does by taking us back to Sinai, where Judaism was formally
instituted by the appearing of Jehovah at the giving of the law, and
where the Mosaic economy was established by a covenant based
thereon. All the circumstances connected with its institution were in
most striking accord with the leading features and characteristics of
that dispensation. At that time the nation of Israel was in a waste,
howling wilderness, standing in speechless terror at the foot of the
Mount. There Jehovah manifested Himself in His awful holiness and
majesty, as Lawgiver and Judge; the people at a distance fenced off
from Him. How profoundly thankful should Christians be that they
belong to a much more mild and gracious order of things!

Sinai was "the mount that might be touched"—a symbol of
that order of things which was addressed to the outward senses. The
"blackness and darkness" which covered it was emblematic of the
obscurity of spiritual things under the Mosaic economy, a thick veil
of types and shadows hiding the substance and reality now revealed
by the Gospel. The people being fenced off at the base of the mount
denoted that under Judaism they had no way of approach and no
access into the immediate presence of God. The thunderings,



lightnings and fire, expressed the wrath of God against all who
transgress His righteous Law. The "tempest" was a sign of the
instability and temporariness of that dispensation, in contrast with
the peace which Christ has made and the permanent and eternal
order of things which He has brought in. The utter consternation of
Moses gave clear proof that he was not the perfect and ultimate
Mediator between God and men. All of which plainly intimated the
need for something else, something better, something more suited
unto lost sinners.



Hebrews 12:22-24

Chapter 99 - The Superiority of Christianity

"But ye are come unto mount Sion, and unto the city of the
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to an innumerable company
of angels, to the general assembly; the Church of the firstborn,
which are written in Heaven; and to God the Judge of all, and to the
spirits of just men made perfect, and to Jesus the Mediator of the
new covenant, and to the blood of sprinkling, that speaketh better
things than that of Abel" (Heb. 12:22-24). In these verses the apostle
completes the last great contrast which he draws between Judaism
and Christianity, in which he displays the immeasurable superiority
of the latter over the former. Though there may not be in them much
of personal interest to some of our readers, yet we feel it incumbent
upon us to give the same careful attention to this passage as we have
to the previous sections of this epistle.

The central design of the apostle in verses 18-24 was to
convince the believing Hebrews of the pre-eminence of the new
covenant above the old, that is, of the Gospel-economy over the
Legal. To this end he first directed attention to the awful phenomena
which attended the institution of Judaism, and now he sets before
them the attractive features which characterizes Christianity.
Everything connected with the giving of the Law was fearful and
terrifying, but all that marks the Evangelical system is blessed and
winsome. The manifestation of the Divine presence at Sinai though
vivid and truly magnificent, was awe-inspiring, but the revelation of
His love and grace in the Gospel prompts to peace and joy. Those
pertained to things of the earth, these concern Heaven itself; those
were addressed to the senses of the body, these call into exercise the
higher faculties of the soul.

When going over verses 18-21 we sought to make clear the
figurative meaning of their contents. Though there be in them an
allusion to historical facts, yet it should be obvious that it is not with
their literal signification the apostle was chiefly concerned. As this
may not be fully apparent to some of our readers, we must labor the



point a little—rendered the more necessary by the gross and carnal
ideas entertained by some Bible students. Surely it is quite plain to
any unbiased mind that when he said, "For ye are not come unto the
mount that might be touched, and that burned with fire" (verse 18)
the apostle had reference to something else than a mountain in
Arabia. There would be neither force nor even sense in telling
Christians "Ye are not come to mount Sinai"—why even of the
Hebrew believers it is improbable that any of them had ever seen it.

If, then, the words "For ye are not come unto the mount that
might be touched" refer not to any material mount, then they must
intimate that order of things which was formally inaugurated at
Sinai, the moral features of which were suitably symbolized and
strikingly adumbrated by the physical phenomena which attended
the giving of the Law. This we sought to show in the course of the
two preceding articles. Now the same principle of interpretation
holds good and must be applied to the terms of the passage upon
which we are now entering. "But ye are come unto mount Sion" no
more has reference to a natural mountain than "We have an altar”
(Heb. 13:10) means that Christians have a tangible and visible altar.
Whatever future the earthly Sion may yet have, it is the antitypical,
the spiritual, the Heavenly Sion, which is here in view.

One of the hardest tasks which sometimes confronts the
careful and honest expositor of Holy Writ is to determine when its
language is to be understood literally and when it is to be regarded
as figurative. Nor is this always to be settled so easily as many
suppose: the controversy upon the meaning of our Lord’s words at
the institution of the holy "Supper," "This is My body" shows
otherwise. It had been a simple matter for Him to say "This (bread)
represents My body," but He did not—why, is best known to
Himself. Nor does this example stand by any means alone: much of
Christ’s language was of a figurative character, and more than once
His own apostles failed to understand His purport—see Matthew
16:5-7; Mark 7:14-18; John 4:31-34 and John 21:22, 23.

No, it is by no means always an easy matter to determine
when the language of Scripture is to be regarded literally, and when
it is to be understood figuratively. In previous generations perhaps
there was a tendency to "spiritualize" too much: whether that be so
or no, certainly the pendulum has now swung to the opposite
extreme. How very often do we hear it said, "The language of



Scripture means just what it says, and says just what it means".
Many believe that such a declaration is very honoring to God’s
Word, and suppose that anything to the contrary savors strongly of
"Modernism." But, surely, a little reflection will soon indicate that
such a statement needs qualifying, for there is not a little of the
language of Scripture which must be understood other than literally.

To say nothing about many poetic expressions in the Psalms
(such as "He maketh me to lie down in green pastures"), and
symbolic language in the Prophets (like "then will I sprinkle clean
water upon you... I will take away the stony heart out of your
flesh"), take such a saying of our Lord’s as this: "There is no man
that hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or
wife, or children or lands, for My sake and the Gospel’s, but he shall
receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and
sisters, and mothers, and children and lands, with persecutions"
(Mark 10:29, 30)—the impossibility of literalizing such a promise
appears, for example, in a man’s receiving or having a hundred
mothers. Now if that statement is not to be interpreted literally, why
should an outcry be raised if the writer presents good reasons for
interpreting other verses figuratively?

After reading the above, some may be inclined to say, "All of
this is very bewildering and confusing." Our reply is, Then you must
have sat under very superficial preaching. Any well-instructed scribe
would have taught you that there is great variety used in the
language of Holy Writ, and often much care and pains are required
in order to ascertain its precise character. That is one reason why
God has graciously provided "teachers" (Eph. 4:11) for His people.
True, the path of duty is so plainly defined for us that the wayfaring
man (though a fool) need not err therein; but that does not alter the
fact that in order to ascertain the exact significance of many
particular expressions of Scripture, much prayer, and comparing
passage with passage, is called for. The Bible is not a lazy man’s
book, and the Holy Spirit has designedly put not a little therein to
stain the pride of men.

Now much help is obtained upon this difficulty by
recognizing that many of the things which pertain to the new
covenant are expressed in language taken from the old, the antitype
being presented under the phraseology of the type. For instance,
when Christ announced the free intercourse between Heaven and



earth which was to result from His mediation, He described it to
Nathanael in the words of Jacob’s vision: "Hereafter ye shall see
heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon
the Son of man" (John 1:51)—not that the Lord Jesus was ever to
present the appearance of a ladder for that purpose, such as the
patriarch saw in his dream, but that spiritually there would be a like
medium of communication established and the agency of a like
intercourse maintained. In a similar manner, the death of Christ is
frequently spoken of under the terms of the Levitical sacrifices,
while the application of His atonement to the soul is called the
"sprinkling of His blood on the conscience."

Not until we clearly perceive that most of that which pertains
to the new economy is exhibited to us under the images of the old,
are we in the position to understand much of the language found in
the Prophets, and many of the expressions employed by our Lord
and His apostles. Thus, Christ is spoken of as "our Passover" (1 Cor.
5:7) and as Priest "after the order of Melchizedek" (Heb. 6:20).
Paradise is described as "Abraham’s bosom" (Luke 16:22). The N.T.
saints are referred to as "the children of Abraham" (Gal. 3:7) as "the
Israel of God" (Gal. 6:16), as "the Circumcision" (Phil. 3:3), as "a
chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a peculiar
people" (1 Pet. 2:9), and that "Jerusalem which is above is free,
which is the mother of us all" (Gal. 4:26). Such terminology as this
should amply prepare us for "ye are come unto mount Sion," and
should remove all uncertainty as to what is denoted thereby.

"But ye are come unto Mount Sion." In these words the
apostle commences the second member of the comparison between
Judaism and Christianity, which completes the foundation on which
he bases the great exhortation found in verses 25-29. In the former
member (verses 18-21) he had described the state of the Israelitish
people (and the Church in it) as they existed under the Legal
economy, taken from the terror-producing character of the giving of
the Law and the nature of its demands: "they could not endure that
which was commanded... and so terrible was the sight, that Moses
said, I exceedingly fear and quake." But now the apostle contrasted
the blessed and glorious state into which believers have been called
by the Gospel, thereby making manifest how incomparably more
excellent was the new covenant in itself than the old, and, how
infinitely more beneficial are its privileges unto those whom Divine



grace gives a part therein. No less than eight of these privileges are
here enumerated—always the number of a new beginning.

"That in the dispensation of the fullness of times he might
gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven,
and which are on earth; even in Him" (Eph. 1:10). These words
throw light on the passage now before us: all the spiritual things of
grace and glory, both in heaven and in earth, have been headed up in
Christ, so that they all now center in Him. By His mediatorial work
the Lord Jesus has repaired the great breach which the sin of Adam
entailed. Before sin entered the world there was perfect harmony
between Heaven and earth, man and angels uniting in hymning their
glorious Creator: together they formed one spiritual society of
worshippers. But upon the fall, that spiritual union was broken, and
not only did the human race (in their federal head) become alienated
from God Himself, but they became alienated from the holy spirits
which surround His throne. But the last Adam has restored the
disruption which the first Adam’s sin produced, and in reconciling
His people to God, He has also brought them back into fellowship
with the angelic hosts.

Now because God has gathered together in one, recapitulated
or headed up, "all things in Christ both which are in heaven and
which are in earth," when we savingly "come" to Christ, we at the
same time, "come" to all that God has made to center in Him; or, in
other words, we obtain an interest or right in all that is headed up in
Him. Let the reader seek to grasp clearly this fact: it is because
believers have been brought to Christ that they "are come unto
Mount Sion, and unto the city of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem, and to an innumerable company of angels!" By their
initiation into the Gospel state, Christians are also inducted into and
given access unto all these privileges. Christ and His mediation are
specifically mentioned at the close of the various privileges here
listed (verse 24), to teach us it is on that account we are interested in
them and as the reason for our being so interested.

Yes, it is to Christ and Him alone (though not, of course, to
the exclusion of the Father and His eternal love or the Holy Spirit
and His gracious operations) that the Christian owes every blessing:
his standing before God, his new creation state, his induction into
the society of the holy, his eternal inheritance. It was by Christ that
he was delivered from the condemnation and curse of the law, with



the unspeakable terror it caused him. And it is by Christ that he has
been brought to the antitypical Sion and the heavenly Jerusalem. Not
by anything he has done or will do are such inestimable blessings
made his. Observe how jealously the Spirit of Truth has guarded this
very point, in using the passive and not the active voice: the verb is
"ye are come" and not "ye have come." The same fact is emphasized
again in 1 Peter 2:25—"ye were as sheep going astray; but are (not
"have") now returned unto the Shepherd and Bishop of your
souls"—because of what the Spirit wrought in us, we being entirely
passive.

"But ye are come unto Mount Sion." We need hardly say that
this language looks back to the "Zion" of the O.T., the variation in
spelling being due to the difference between the Hebrew and Greek.
It is in fact to the O.T. we must turn for light upon our present verse,
and, as usual, the initial reference is the one which supplies us with
the needed key. The first time that "Zion" is mentioned there is in 2
Samuel 5:6, 7, "And the king and his men went to Jerusalem unto
the Jebusites the inhabitants of the land... thinking David cannot
come in hither. Nevertheless, David took the stronghold of Zion: the
same is the city of David." The deeper significance of this appears
when we carefully ponder its setting: Zion was captured by David
when Israel had been thoroughly tried and found completely
wanting. It occurred at a notable crisis in the history of the nation,
namely, after the priesthood had been deplorably corrupted (1 Sam.
2:22, 25) and after the king of their choice (Saul) had reduced
himself (1 Sam. 28:7) and them (1 Sam. 31:1, 7) to the lowest
degradation.

It was, then, at a time when Israel’s fortunes were at a low
ebb, when they were thoroughly disheartened, and when (because of
their great wickedness) they had the least reason to expect it, that
God graciously intervened. Just when Saul and Jonathan had been
slain in battle, when the Philistines triumphed and Israel had fled
before them in dismay, the Lord brought forth the man of His
choice. David, whose name means the "Beloved." Up to this time
the hill of Zion had been a continual menace to Israel, but now
David wrested it out of the hand of the Jebusites and made it the
stronghold of Jerusalem. On one of its eminences the temple was
erected, which was the dwelling place of Jehovah in the midst of His
people. "Zion," then, stands for the highest revelation of Divine



grace in the O.T. times.

Zion lay to the south-west of Jerusalem, being the oldest and
highest part of that ancient city. It was outside of the city itself and
separate from it, though in Scripture frequently identified with it.
Mount Zion had two heads or peaks: Moriah on which the temple
was erected, the seat of the worship of God; and the other, whereon
the palace of David was built, the royal residence of the kings of
Judah—a striking figure of the priestly and kingly offices meeting in
Christ. Zion, then, was situated in the best part of the world—
Canaan, the land which flowed with milk and honey; in the best part
of that land—in Judah’s portion; in the best part of his heritage—
Jerusalem; and in the best part of that metropolis—the highest point,
the "city of David." Let the interested reader carefully ponder the
following passages and observe the precious things said of Zion:
Psalm 48:2, 3; 50:2; 132: 13, 14; 133:3.

"Zion is, First, the place of God’s habitation, where He
dwells forever: Psalm 9:11; 76:2. Second, it is the seat of the throne,
reign and kingdom of Christ: Psalm 2:6; Isaiah 24:23. Third, it is the
object of Divine promises innumerable: Psalm 125:1; 128:5, of
Christ Himself: Isaiah 59:20. Fourth, thence did the Gospel proceed
and the law of Christ come forth: Isaiah 40:9, Micah 4:2. Fifth, it
was the object of God’s especial love, and the place of the birth of
His elect: Psalm 87:2, 5. Sixth, the joy of the whole earth: Psalm
48:2. Seventh, salvation and all blessings came forth out of Zion:
Psalm 14:7; 110:2; 128:5. Now these things were not spoken of nor
accomplished towards that Mount Zion which was in Jerusalem
absolutely, but only as it was typical of believers under the Gospel;
so the meaning of the apostle is, that by the Gospel believers do
come to that state wherein they have an interest in and a right to all
the blessed and glorious things that are spoken in the Scriptures
concerning and to Zion. All the privileges ascribed, all the promises
made to it, are theirs. Zion is the place of God’s especial gracious
residence, of the throne of Christ in His reign, the object of all
promises. This is the first privilege of believers under the Gospel.
They come to Mount Zion, they are interested in the promises of
God recorded in the Scriptures made to Zion; in all the love and care
of God expressed towards it, in all the spiritual glories assigned to it.
The things spoken of it were never accomplished in the earthly Zion,
but only typically; spiritually, and in their reality, they belong to



believers under the new testament" (John Owen).

The contrasts between Sinai and Sion were very marked. The
former was located in one of the dreariest and driest places on earth,
a "howling desert"; the other was situated in the midst of that land
which flowed with milk and honey. The one was ugly, barren,
forbidding; the other was "beautiful for situation, the joy of the
whole earth." Sinai was enveloped in "blackness and darkness,"
while Sion signified "sunny" or "shone upon." God came down on
Sinai for only a brief moment, but He dwells in Sion "forever." On
the former He appeared in terrible majesty; in the other He is
manifested in grace and blessing. At Sinai the typical mediator
trembled and quaked; on Sion Christ is crowned with glory and
honor.

"But ye are come to Mount Sion." By this, then, we
understand, First, that in being brought to Christ, the believer comes
to the antitypical, the spiritual, Sion. Second, more specifically, we
understand by this expression that believers are come to the Throne
of Grace. Just as, originally, the historical Sion was a menace to
Israel, so while we were under the curse of the law God’s throne was
one of judgment. But, just as David (the "Beloved") secured Sion for
Israel and it became the place of blessing, where God abode in
grace, so as the result of Christ’s work the Throne of Heaven has
become the Throne of Grace, He being Himself seated thereon.
Third, in its wider scope, it signifies that believers have a right or
title to all the good and glorious things spoken of and to Sion in the
O.T.

"And unto the City of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem," by which we understand Heaven itself, of which the
earthly Jerusalem—the seat and center of the worship of God—was
the emblem. From earliest times the saints were taught by the Holy
Spirit to contemplate the future blessedness of the righteous under
the image of a splendid "City," reared on permanent foundations. Of
Abraham it is declared, "He looked for a city which hath foundation,
whose Builder and Maker is God" (Heb. 11:10). The force of that
statement is best perceived in the light of the previous verse: "By
faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country,
dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the
same promise." Abraham was given to realize that Canaan was but a
figure of his everlasting heritage, and therefore did he look forward
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to (verse 10), "seek" (verse 14), and "desire a better Country, that is,
a heavenly" (verse 14). The eternal Abode of the blessed is there
called both a "City" and a "Country."

Many are the allusions to this "City" in the Psalms and the
Prophets: we single out a few of the more prominent ones. "There is
a river (The Spirit), the streams (His graces) whereof shall make
glad the city of God, the holy place of the tabernacles of the Most
High" (Ps. 46:4). "Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised in the
city of our God, in the mountain of His holiness" (Ps. 48:1).
"Glorious things are spoken of thee, O city of God" (Ps. 87:3). "He
led them forth by the right way, that they might go to a city of
habitation" (Ps. 107:7). "We have a strong city; salvation will God
appoint for walls and bulwarks" (Isa. 26:1). It is to be noted that in
several passages the "City" is mentioned with particular reference to
"Zion," for we can only have access to God via the Throne of Grace:
John 14:6.

The "City of the living God" intimates the nearness of the
saints to God, for Jerusalem was adjacent to Zion—their homes and
dwellings were near to His. This figure of the "city" is also found in
"Ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens with
the saints, and of the household of God" (Eph. 2:19)—see too
Revelation 3:12. It is designated "the heavenly Jerusalem" in
contrast from the earthly, the "Jerusalem which is above is free,
which is the mother of us all" (Gal. 4:26). It is referred to again in
Hebrews 13:14. A '"city" is a place of permanent residence, in
contrast from the moving tent of the wilderness. In Bible times a
"city" was a place of safety, being surrounded by strong and high
walls; so in Heaven we shall be eternally secure from sin and Satan,
death and every enemy. A city is well stocked with provisions: so in
Heaven nothing is lacking which is good and blessed.

"But ye are come unto . . . the City of the living God, the
heavenly Jerusalem." "The apostle herein prefers the privileges of
the Gospel not only above what the people were made partakers of
at Sinai in the wilderness, but also above all that they afterwards
enjoyed in Jerusalem in the land of Canaan. In the glory and
privileges of that city the Hebrews greatly boasted. But the apostle
casts that city in the state wherein it then was, into the same
condition with Mount Sinai in Arabia, that is, under bondage, as
indeed it then was (Gal. 4:25); and he opposeth thereunto that



‘Jerusalem which is above,’ that is, this heavenly Jerusalem. This the
second privilege of the Gospel-state, wherein all the remaining
promises of the O.T. are transferred and made over to believers:
whatever is spoken of the city of God or of Jerusalem that is
spiritual, that contains in it the love or favor of God, it is all made
theirs; faith can lay a claim to it all.

"Believers are so ‘come’ to this city, as to be inhabitants, free
denizens, possessors of it, to whom all the fights, privileges, and
immunities of it do belong; and what is spoken of it in the Scripture
is a ground of faith to them, and a spring of consolation. For they
may with consolation make application of what is so spoken to
themselves in every condition. A ‘city’ is the only place of rest,
peace, safety and honor, among men in this world: to all these in the
spiritual sense we are brought by the Gospel. Whilst men are under
the law they are at Sinai—in a wilderness where is none of these
things; the souls of sinners can find no place of rest or safety under
the law. But we have all these things by the Gospel: rest in Christ,
peace with God, order in the communion of faith, safety in Divine
protection, and honor in our relation to God in Christ" (John Owen).



Hebrews 12:22-24

Chapter 100 - The Superiority of Christianity

"But ye are come unto" etc. (verse 22). These words do not,
in fact cannot, mean, that in some mystical sense believers are "in
spirit" projected into the future, to something which will only be
actualized in the future. The Greek verb has a specific significance
in this Epistle, as may be seen by a careful reference to Hebrews
4:16, 7:25, 11:6: "to come unto" here means to approach as
worshippers. In the verses now before us we are shown the high
dignity and honor of that spiritual worship which is the privilege of
Christians under the Gospel dispensation. When they meet together
in the name of the Lord Jesus, as His people, and with a due
observance of His holy institutions, they "are come unto," have
access to, the eight privileges here enumerated: they draw nigh by
faith to Heaven itself, to the antitypical holy of holies. But this is
possible only to spiritual worshippers.

They who are strangers to experimental spirituality soon
grow weary even of the outward form of worship, unless their eyes
are entertained with an imposing ritual and their ears regaled by
appealing music. This is the secret of the pomp and pageantry of
Romanism—now, alas, being more and more imitated by professing
Protestants; it is to attract and charm religious worldlings. Ritualists
quite obscure the simplicity and beauty of true Gospel worship. Man
in his natural estate is far too carnal to be pleased with a worship in
which there is nothing calculated to fire the imagination and
intoxicate the senses by means of tangible objects. But they who
worship in spirit and in truth can draw nigh to God more joyously in
a barn, and mingle their praises with the songs of Heaven, than if
they were in a cathedral.

How vast is the difference between that spiritual adoration
which issues from renewed hearts and that "form of godliness"
which is associated with altars and candles, choirs and surpliced
ministers! Only that is acceptable to God which is produced by the
Holy Spirit through sinners washed in the blood of the Lamb. Under



grace-magnifying and Christ-exalting preaching, the spiritual senses
of real Christians are exercised; as they behold the Savior’s glories
in the glass of the Gospel, as they hear His voice, they have an
inward impression of His presence, they taste afresh of His
goodness, and His name is to them as ointment poured forth,
perfuming their spirits. In this joyous frame, their hearts are drawn
Heavenwards, and their songs of praise mingle with those of the
holy angels and the spirits of just men made perfect.

"But ye are come unto Mount Sion." David, after having
taken Mount Zion from the Jebusites, made it the place of his
residence, so that it became "the city of the great king." There he
reigned and ruled, there he issued his laws, and thence he extended
the sway of his peaceful scepter over the whole of the holy land.
From that circumstance, Mount Zion became the great type of the
kingdom of God, of which the Lord Jesus Christ is the Head and
Sovereign. As David ruling upon Mount Zion in the palace built
there as his royal seat, issuing his commands which were obeyed all
over the land, so our blessed Redeemer has been exalted according
to God’s promise "Yet have I set My King upon My holy hill of
Zion" (Ps. 2:6 and cf. Hebrews 2:9); and there sitting as King in
Sion, issues His mandates and sways His peaceful scepter over the
hearts of His obedient people.

"And unto the City of the living God, the heavenly
Jerusalem." Most of the older writers understood these terms to refer
to the Church, but we think this is a mistake, for the Church is
referred to, separately, in a later clause. As pointed out in the
preceding article, we regard this language as signifying Heaven
itself, as the residence of God and the eternal abode of His people.
"The living God" is the true and only God, the Triune Jehovah, the
Fountain of all life, the One who is "from everlasting to everlasting,"
without beginning or end: this title is given to each of the eternal
Three—Matthew 16:16, 1 Timothy 4:10, 2 Corinthians 6:16, cf. 1
Corinthians 3:16. As "Zion" was the seat of David’s throne, so
"Jerusalem" was the dwelling place of Jehovah in the midst of His
covenant people. "Jerusalem" signifies "the Vision of Peace," and in
Heaven the "sons of peace" (Luke 10:6) will behold the glory of
God in the face of the Prince of peace.

"And to an innumerable company of angels." This is the third
great privilege enjoyed by the worshippers under the Christian



economy: having mentioned the place to which Divine grace has
brought believers, the Holy Spirit now described the inhabitants of
the heavenly Jerusalem. The angels, who are worshippers of God
and His Christ, are perhaps mentioned first because they are in
closer proximity to the Throne, because they are the original
denizens of Heaven, and because they are greatly in the majority.
The reference is, of course, to the holy angels who kept their first
estate and sinned not when some of their fellows apostatized. They
are "the elect angels" (1 Tim. 5:21), and although they have not been
redeemed by the atoning blood of the Lamb, it appears highly
probable that they were confirmed in their standing by the
incarnation of the Son, for God has united in Christ both elect men
and elect angels (Eph. 1:10), that He might be "the Head of all
principality and power" (Col. 2:10).

"Ye are come unto . . . an innumerable company of angels."
This sets before us a further contrast between that which
characterizes Christianity, and what obtained under the Mosaic
economy—that is, so far as the Israelitish nation as a whole was
concerned. It is clear from several passages that "angels" were
connected with the giving of the Law, when Judaism was formally
instituted. We read, "the Lord came from Sinai and rose up from Seir
unto them; He shined from mount Paran, and He came with ten
thousands of saints: from His right hand went a fiery law for them"
(Deut. 33:2): and again, "The chariots of God are twenty thousands,
even thousands of angels: the Lord is among them, as in Sinai" (Ps.
68:17). But while many "thousands" of the heavenly hosts attended
Jehovah upon Sinai, this was very different from the "innumerable
company" with which we are connected, namely the "ten thousand
times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands" of Revelation 5:11.
And even to the many thousands of angels at Sinai the Nation did
not "come": instead, they were fenced off at the foot of the mount.

Redeemed sinners who have fellowship with the Father and
the Son by the Holy Spirit, are of one spirit with all the heavenly
hosts, for there is a union of sentiment between them. Christians
have been brought into a state of amity and friendship with the holy
angels: they are members of the same family (Eph. 3:15), are united
under the same Head (Col. 2:10), and joined together in the same
worship (Heb. 1:6; Revelation 5:9-14). We are "come unto" them by
a spiritual relation, entering into association with them, sharing the



benefits of their kind offices, for "are they not all ministering spirits,
sent forth to minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation?”
(Heb. 1:14). The angels are "fellow servants" with believers "that
have the testimony of Jesus" (Rev. 19:10). Wondrous fact is this that
sinners of the earth, while here in this world, have communication
with the angels in Heaven, for they are constantly engaged in the
same worship of God in Christ as we are: Thus there is perfect
oneness of accord between us.

As we pointed out in the preceding chapter, the Church’s
spiritual union with the holy angels—being united together in one
spiritual society and family—is due to the atoning work of Christ,
who by putting away the sins of His people has restored the breach
made by Adam’s fall and "reconciled all things unto Himself" (Col.
1:20). Hence we believe that in the verse now before us there is not
only a contrast drawn between Judaism and Christianity, but that its
ultimate reference is to the immense difference brought in between
the offense of the first Adam and the righteousness of the last Adam.
Upon the transgression of Adam we read "So He drove out the man:
and He placed at the east of the garden of Eden cherubim, and a
flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree
of life" (Gen. 3:24). There God made His "angels spirits, and His
ministers a flame of fire" (Heb. 1:7) to execute His vengeance
against us; but now these same angels are our associates in worship
and service.

God is "the Lord of hosts" (Ps. 46:7), myriads of holy
celestial creatures being in an attendance upon Him—"an
innumerable company of angels:" how this should help us to realize
the majesty and grandeur of that Kingdom into which Divine grace
has brought us. In this expression we may also discern a word to
encourage our trembling hearts in connection with our wrestling
against the "hosts of wicked spirits" (Eph. 6:12): numerous as are
the forces of Satan assailing us, an "innumerable company of
angels" are defending us! This was the blessed truth by which Elisha
comforted his fearing servant "they that be with us are more than
they that be with them" (2 Kings 6:16, 17). "When the thought of
Satan and his legions brings fear, we ought to comfort ourselves
with the assurance that more in number and greater in power are the
loving and watchful angels, who for Christ’s sake regard us with the
deepest interest and affection" (A. Saphir).



Before turning to the next item a word should be said in
refutation of the blasphemous error of Romanists concerning our
relation to the angels. They teach that we are "come unto" the angels
with our prayers, which is one of their empty superstitions—there is
not a word in Scriptures to countenance such an idea. Though it be
true that the angels are superior to us in dignity and power, yet in
communion with God we are their equals—"fellow-servant’, (Rev.
22:9), and, as Owen pointed out, "Nothing can be more groundless
than that fellow-servants should worship one another"—the
worshipping of angels is condemned in Colossians 2:18, Revelation
22:8, 9. Well did Owen also point out, "It is the highest madness for
any one to pretend himself to be the head of the church, as the pope
does, unless he assume also to himself to be the head of all the
angels in Heaven," for we belong to the same holy society.

"To the general assembly." This expression occasions some
difficulty, for in the first place it is not quite clear as to what the
Spirit specifically alludes unto. In the second place, the Greek word
(pangueris, a compound one) occurs nowhere else in the N.T., so
that we are not able to obtain any help from its usage in other
passages. In the third place, it is not very easy to decide whether this
clause is to be linked with the one immediately preceding or with
the one following it. In its classical usage the Greek word was
employed in connection with a public convocation, when all the
people were gathered together to celebrate a public festival or
solemnity. Most of the commentators link this word with what
follows: "To the general assembly and church of the firstborn,"
understanding the reference to be unto the ("general") union of
believing Jews and believing Gentiles in one Body. Personally, we
think this is a mistake.

First, such language would be tautological, for if the "general
assembly" points to the middle wall of partition being broken down,
and converted Jews and Gentiles being joined together in one Body,
that would be "the Church." Second, the denomination "church of
the firstborn" takes in the totality of God’s elect and redeemed
people of all ages. Third, there is no "and" between the
"innumerable company of angels" and the "general assembly," as
there is in every other instance in these verses where a new object is
introduced. Personally, we regard this third expression as in
apposition (the placing together of two nouns, one of which explains



the other) to the former, thus: "unto an innumerable company of
angels—the general assembly." There are various ranks and orders
among the angels: principalities and powers, thrones and dominions,
seraphim and cherubim, and the "general assembly" of them would
be the solemn convocation of all the angelic hosts before the throne
of God—compare "A fiery stream issued and came forth from
before Him: thousand thousands ministered unto Him, and ten
thousand times ten thousand stood before Him: the judgment (a
special convocation) was set, and the books were opened" (Dan.
7:10).

No doubt this amplifying expression (of the "innumerable
company of angels") also emphasizes another contrast between the
privileges of Christianity and that which obtained under Judaism.
Perhaps the contrastive allusion is a double one. First, from the
general assembly of Israel at Sinai, when the whole of the nation
was then formally assembled together—in fear and trembling.
Second, to the general assembly of all the male Israelites three times
in the year at the solemn feasts of the O.T. Church (Ex. 34:23,
Deuteronomy 16:16) which was called "the great congregation" (Ps.
22:25, 35:18, etc.)—in joy and praise. But each of these were on
earth, by men in the flesh; whereas Christians, in their worship,
unite with all the holy hosts of Heaven in blessing and adoring the
Triune God.

"And Church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven":
that is, to the entire company of God’s redeemed. "This is that
church whereunto all the promises do belong; the church built on the
rock, against which the gates of hell shall not prevail; the spouse, the
body of Christ, the temple of God, His habitation forever. This is the
church which Christ loved and gave Himself for, which He washed
in His own blood, that He might sanctify and cleanse it with the
washing of water by the word, that He might present it to Himself a
glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but
that it should be holy and without blemish (Eph. 5:25-27). This is
the church out of which none can be saved, and whereof no one
member shall be lost" (John Owen).

This is the only place in the N.T. where the election of grace
is designated "the Church of the firstborn ones" (plural number in
the Greek). Why so here? For at least three reasons. First, so as to
identify the Church with Christ as the "Heir of all things" (Heb. 1:2).



The prominent idea associated with the "firstborn" in Scripture is not
that of priority, but rather excellency, dignity, dominion, and right to
the inheritance. This is clear from "Reuben, thou art my firstborn,...
the excellency of dignity, and the excellency of power" (Gen. 49:3);
and again "I will make Him My firstborn, higher than the kings of
the earth" (Ps. 89:27). For the "firstborn" and the "inheritance" see
Genesis 27:19, 28, 29 and cf. Hebrews 12:16; Deuteronomy 21:16; 1
Chronicles 5:1. Second, this title intimates the Church’s glory is
superior to that of the celestial spirits: redeemed sinners and not
fallen angels are God’s "firstborn ones." Third, this points a further
contrast from Judaism: Isracl was God’s "firstborn" (Ex. 4:22)
among the nations of the earth; but the Church is His "firstborn"
among the inhabitants of Heaven!

The Church is raised to the highest created dignity: superior
privileges and a nobler dignity of son-ship pertain to its members
than to the holy angels. This is solely due to their union with Christ,
the original "Firstborn": Psalm 89:26, 27; Romans 8:29; Hebrews
1:6. Christians have been made "kings and priests unto God" (Rev.
1:6), which compromises the whole right of the inheritance. The
entire election of grace, by God’s gratuitous adoption, are not only
members of His family, but "heirs of God and joint-heirs with
Christ" (Rom. 8:17), and thus given an inalienable title to the
heavenly inheritance. This was equally true of the saints of all
generations from the foundation of the world, yet a much clearer and
fuller revelation thereof has been made under this Christian
economy: "which in other ages was not made known unto the sons
of men, as it is now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets by
the Spirit" (Eph. 3:5).

"Which are written in Heaven," announcing that they are
genuine Christians—in contrast from mere professors, whose names
are recorded only upon the church-scrolls of earth. Just as the
registering of men’s names on the rolls of corporations, etc., assures
them of their right to the privileges thereof (for example, to vote—
which we believe is something that no child of God should do), so
our names being written in Heaven is the guaranty of our title to the
celestial heritage. It was to this Christ referred when He said,
"Rejoice because your names are written in heaven" (Luke 10:20).
The apostle Paul also speaks of those "whose names are in the book
of life" (Phil. 4:3): that Book of Life (cf. Revelation 3:5 and 13:8) is



none other than the roll of God’s elect, in His eternal immutable
designation of them unto grace and glory. "Written in Heaven"
points another contrast from Judaism: the names of Jews (as such)
were only written upon the synagogue scrolls.

"And to God the Judge of all." The reference here is not (as
some recent writers have supposed) unto the person of Christ, but
rather unto God the Father in His rectoral office as the high
Governor of all. Does this seem to spoil the harmony of the passage?
had we not much preferred it to read "and to God our Father"? No,
coming to "God the Judge of all" in nowise conflicts with the other
privileges mentioned: it is a vastly different thing to be brought
before a judge to be tried and sentenced as a criminal, from having a
favorable access to him as our occasions and needs may require.
Such is the meaning here: we are come not only to the heavenly
Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, to the Church, but
also the supreme Head of the heavenly society—the Author and End
of it.

"And to God the Judge of all," that is, the Majesty of Heaven
itself. It was God as Judge who appointed Christ to death, and it was
God as Judge who accepted His sacrifice and raised Him from the
dead. To God as "Judge" believers have been reconciled and by Him
they were justified (Rom. 8:33). Concerning Christ our Exemplar,
we read "when He suffered, He threatened not, but committed
Himself to Him that judgeth righteously" (1 Pet. 2:23). The apostle
reminded the saints that "it is a righteous thing for God (as "Judge")
to recompense tribulation to them that trouble you" (2 Thess. 1:6).
Now it was as Judge that God ascended His awful tribunal at Sinai,
and that the people could not endure: but Christians draw nigh to
Him with holy boldness because His law has nothing against them—
the requirements of His justice were fully met by Christ. How great
is the privilege of that state which enables poor sinners, called by the
Gospel, to approach the Judge of all upon His "bench" or throne
without fear! Only by faith is this possible.

"And to the spirits of just men made perfect." It is blessed to
note that this comes immediately after mention of "the Judge of
all"—to show us the saints had nothing to fear from Him, "for there
is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ"
(Rom. 8:1). The reference is to the O.T. believers, who have passed
through death: that N.T. saints are "come" to them is clear from



Ephesians 2:19. Of course that "made perfect" is relative and not
absolute, for their resurrection and full glorification is yet future. As
Owen defined it: First, they had reached the end of the race wherein
they had been engaged, with all the duties and difficulties,
temptations and tribulations connected therewith. Second, they were
completely delivered from sin and sorrow, labor and trouble, which
in this life they had been exposed to. Third, they had now entered
their rest and reward and were, according to their present capacity,
in the immediate presence of God and perfectly happy.

"And to Jesus the Mediator of the new covenant:" His
personal name is used here because it is in this character He saves
His people from their sins—compare our exposition of 9:15-17.
Here again a contrast is drawn from that which obtained under the
old covenant. Moses was the middle person between Israel and God:
chosen by the people (Ex. 20:19, etc.) and appointed by Him to
declare His mind unto them; unto him they were all baptized (1 Cor.
10:2). But Moses was merely a man, a fallen descendant of Adam:
he delivered God’s law to the people, but was incapable of
magnifying and making it honorable by a perfect personal
obedience. Nor was he that "surety" of the covenant unto God for
the people, as Christ was; he did not confirm the covenant by
offering himself as a sacrifice to God, nor could he give the people
an interest in heavenly privileges. How far short he came of Christ!

By being brought unto "Sion," Christians are come to all the
mercy, grace and glory prepared in the new covenant and presented
in the promises of it. Herein lies the supreme blessedness and eternal
security of the Church, that its members are taken into such a
covenant that they have a personal interest in the Mediator of it, who
is able to save them unto the uttermost. This is the very substance
and essence of Christian faith, that it has to do with the Mediator of
the new covenant, by whom alone we obtain deliverance from the
old covenant and the curse with which it is accompanied. It is both
the privilege and wisdom of faith to make use of this "Mediator" in
all our dealings with God: He it is who offers to God our prayers and
praises and brings down the favor of God upon His people.

"And to the blood of sprinkling, that speaketh better things
than that of Abel." The blood of Christ is referred to thus in allusion
unto the various sprinklings of blood Divinely instituted under the
old covenant, the three most signal instances of which are recorded



in Exodus 12:22; 24:6-8; Leviticus 16:14, the principal reference
here being to Exodus 24, where the old covenant was thus ratified.
All of those instances were eminent types of the redemption,
justification and sanctification of the Church by the blood of Christ.
The specific thing denoted by the "sprinkling" (in contrast from its
"shedding") is the application to believers of its virtues and benefits.
The more the Christian exercises repentance toward God and faith
toward our Lord Jesus Christ, the more will he experience the peace-
speaking power of that precious blood in his conscience. The blood
of Christ "speaketh" to God as a powerful Advocate: urging the
fulfillment of the Mediator’s part of the everlasting covenant, His
perfect satisfaction to Divine justice, the full discharge from
condemnation purchased for His people.

The contrast here is very impressive: the blood of Abel
called for vengeance (Gen. 4:10), whereas the blood of Christ calls
for blessing to be bestowed on those for whom it was shed. Even the
blood of the wicked if unrighteously shed, calls to God for it to be
recompensed. But Abel was a saint, the first martyr, and his blood
cried according to the worth that was in him, for "precious in the
sight of the Lord is the death of His saints." If then the blood of a
saint speaks so forcibly to God, how infinitely more powerfully
must the blood of "the King of saints" (Rev. 15:3) plead! If the blood
of a single member of Christ’s Body so speaks to God, what will the
blood of the Head Himself! Moreover, Abel’s blood only cried to
God "from the ground," where it was shed, but Christ’s blood speaks
in Heaven itself (Heb. 9:12).



Hebrews 12:25, 26

Chapter 101 - The Call to Hear

"See that ye refuse not Him that speaketh: for if they escaped
not who refused Him that spake on earth, much more shall not we
escape, if we turn away from Him that speaketh from Heaven"
(verse 25). In these words we find the Holy Spirit moving the
apostle to make a practical application unto his readers of what he
had just brought before them in the previous verses. The degree or
extent of the privileges enjoyed, is the measure of our responsibility:
the richer the blessing God grants us, the deeper is our debt of
obligation to Him. "For unto whomsoever much is given, of him
shall be much required; and to whom men have committed much, of
him they will ask the more" (Luke 12:48): it was of this principle
and fact the Hebrews were now reminded.

The apostle had just completed drawing his final contrast
between Judaism and Christianity (verses 18-24), in which he had
again shown the immeasurable superiority of the latter over the
former, and now he uses this as a basis for an exhortation unto faith
and obedience, or faithfulness and perseverance. Herein we have
another example of the apostolic method of ministry: all their
teaching had a practical end in view. Their aim was something more
than enlightening the mind, namely, the moving of the will and
ordering of the walk. Alas that there is so little of this in present-day
teaching and preaching. The design of the pulpit now seems to be
entertaining the people, and rarely does it go further than instructing
the mind—that which searches the conscience or calls for the
performance of duty, that which is solemn and unpalatable to the
flesh, is, for the most part, studiously avoided. May it please the
Lord to grant His servants all needed grace for deliverance from a
compliance with this "speak unto us smooth things."

The grander the revelation which God is pleased to make of
Himself, the more punctual the attendance and the fuller the
response which He requires from us. In the verses which are now
before us we find the apostle improving his argument by pointing



out the weighty implications of it. Therein he returns to his main
design, which was to urge the professing Hebrews unto steadfastness
in their Christian course and conflict, and to steadily resist the
temptation to lapse back into Judaism. This deeply important and
most necessary exhortation he had urged upon them again and again;
see Hebrews 2:1, 3; 3:12, 13; 4:1; 6:4-6; 10:26-29; 12:1, 15. Therein
the servant of God may learn another valuable lesson pointed to by
the example of the apostle, namely, how God requires him to go
over the same ground again and again where the practical duties of
the Christian are concerned, and hesitate not to frequently repeat the
exhortations of Holy Writ! This may not increase his popularity with
men, but it will meet with the Lord’s approval; and no faithful
minister can have both!

"See that ye refuse not Him that speaketh." The Greek word
for "see" is rendered "take heed" in Hebrews 3:12; the word for
"refuse" signifies "deprecate"—do not disregard, still less reject.
Now not only is this argument based upon the statement made in the
preceding verses, but the motive for complying with it is to be
drawn therefrom. It is because we "are not come unto the mount that
might be touched and that burned with fire" (v. 18), that is, unto that
order of things wherein the Divine righteousness was so vividly
displayed in judicial manifestion; but because we "are come unto
mount Sion," which speaks of pure grace, that we are now thus
exhorted, for holiness ever becometh God’s house. It is in the
realization of God’s wondrous grace that the Christian is ever to find
his most effectual incentive unto a godly walk; see Titus 2:11, 12.

"See that ye refuse not Him that speaketh," which is the
negative way of saying "Hear Him"—Heed Him, by believing and
yielding obedience to what He says. This exhortation looks back to
"I will raise them up a Prophet, from among their brethren, like unto
thee, and will put My words in His mouth: and He shall speak unto
them all that I shall command Him. And it shall come to pass, that
whosoever will not hearken unto My words which He shall speak in
My name, I will require it of him" (Deut. 18:18, 19); cf. Acts 3:22;
7:37. This is what the apostle now reminded the Hebrews of: take
heed that ye hear Him, for if you fail to, God will consume you with
His wrath. A similar charge was given by God after Christ became
incarnate: "This is My Beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased:
hear ye Him" (Matthew 17:5).



"This is the foundation of all Gospel faith and obedience, and
the formal reason of the condemnation of all unbelievers. God hath
given command unto all men to hear, that is, believe and obey His
Son Jesus Christ. By virtue thereof, He hath given command unto
others to preach the Gospel unto all individuals. They who believe
them, believe in Christ; and they who believe in Christ through Him,
believe in God (1 Pet. 1:21), so that their faith is ultimately resolved
into the authority of God Himself. And so they who refuse them,
who hear them not, do thereby refuse Christ Himself; and by so
doing, reject the authority of God, who hath given this command to
hear Him, and hath taken on Himself to require it when it is
neglected; which is the condemnation of all unbelievers. This
method, with respect unto faith and unbelief, is declared and
established by our Savior: ‘he that heareth you, heareth Me; and He
that despiseth you, despiseth Me; and he that despiseth Me,
despiseth Him that sent Me:” Luke 10:16" (John Owen).

"See that ye refuse not Him that speaketh"—note carefully
the present tense: not "that spoke." Christ is still speaking through
His Gospel, by His Spirit, and instrumentally through His own
commissioned servants, calling upon all who come under the sound
of His voice to serve and obey Him. There are many ways in which
we may "refuse" to hear and heed Him. First, by neglecting to read
daily and diligently the Scriptures through which He speaks.
Second, by failing to attend public preaching where His Word is
faithfully dispensed—if so be we live in a place where this holy
privilege is obtainable. Third, by failing to comply with the terms of
His Gospel and yield ourselves unto His authority. Fourth, by
forsaking the Narrow Way of His commandments and going back
again to the world. Fifth, by abandoning the truth for error, which
generally ends in total apostasy. How we need to pray for an hearing
ear, that is, for a responsive heart and yielded will.

"For if they escaped not who refused Him that spake on
earth. much more shall not we escape, if we turn away from Him
that speaketh from Heaven." In these words the apostle continues to
emphasize the contrast which obtains between Judaism and
Christianity. What we have here is an echo from the keynote struck
in the opening words of our epistle: "God, who at sundry times and
in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the
prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by His Son" (Heb.



1:1, 2). It is in the light of that statement our present verse is to be
read and interpreted. The Speaker throughout is one and the same,
namely, God (the Father), but the mouthpieces He employed
differed greatly: under Judaism He spoke through mere men, the
"prophets," but in connection with Christianity He speaks in and by
His own beloved "Son."

This difference in the respective mouthpieces employed by
God was in accord with and indicative of the relative importance of
the two revelations given by Him. Judaism was but a religion for
earth, and a temporary arrangement for the time being: accordingly,
human agents were God’s instruments in connection therewith. But
Christianity is a revelation which concerns a heavenly calling,
heavenly citizenship, a heavenly inheritance, and exhibits eternal
relations and realities: appropriately, then, was the everlasting Son,
"the Lord from Heaven," the One by whom its grand secrets were
disclosed. "No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten
Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, He hath declared Him"
(John 1:18). The primary reference there is a dispensational one.
Under Judaism God dwelt behind the veil; but under Christianity
"we all with unveiled face" behold, as in a glass, "the glory of the
Lord" (2 Cor. 3:18). Under the old covenant men were unable to go
in to God; but under the new covenant God has, in the person of
Christ, come out to men.

But blessed and glorious as is the contrast between Judaism
and Christianity, equally solemn and terrible is the contrast between
the punishment meted out to those who refuse God’s revelation
under each. God speaks now from a higher throne than the one He
assumed at Sinai: that was on earth; the one He now occupies is in
Heaven. Therefore it must inevitably follow that the guilt of those
who refuse to heed Him today is far greater, and their punishment
must be the more intolerable. Not only do higher privileges involve
increased obligations, but the failure to discharge those added
obligations necessarily incurs deeper guilt and a heavier penalty.
This is what the apostle presses here, as he had in "For if the word
spoken by angels (at Sinai) was steadfast, and every transgression
and disobedience received a just recompense of reward; how shall
we escape if we neglect so great salvation?" (Heb. 2:2, 3). If, then,
we in any wise fear God’s vengeance or value His favor how it
behooves us to most seriously heed the grace proffered in the



Gospel!

Though Christianity has in it far less of what is terrifying
than had Judaism and far more in it which exhibits the grace and
mercy of God, nevertheless, apostasy from the one cannot be less
terrible in its consequences than was apostasy from the other. There
is as much to be dreaded in disregarding the authoritative voice of
God now as there was then; yea, as we have pointed out, the
rejection of His message through Christ involves a worse doom than
despising of His word through Moses and the prophets. "He that
despised Moses’ law died without mercy under two or three
witnesses: of how much sorer punishment, suppose ye, shall he be
thought worthy who hath trodden under foot the Son of God?" (Heb.
10:28, 29). True, God does not now speak amid thunderings and
lightnings, but rather by a tender appeal to our hearts; yet the
rejection of the latter is fraught with more direful consequences than
was the refusal of the former.

Alas that this weighty truth is so feebly apprehended today,
and so little emphasized by the pulpit. Is it not a fact that the idea
now generally prevailing is, that the God of the N.T. is far more
amiable and benevolent than the God of the O.T.? How far from the
truth is this: "I change not" (Mal. 3:6) is the Lord’s express avowal.
Moreover, it is under the new covenant (and not the old) that we find
the most awe-inspiring and terror-provoking revelation of the
righteous wrath of a sin-hating God. It was not through Moses or the
prophets, but by the Lord Jesus that the everlasting fires of Hell
were most vividly depicted: He it was who spoke the plainest and
the most frequently of that fearful place wherein there is "wailing
and gnashing of teeth." If Christ was the One to most fully reveal
God’s love, He was also the One who most fully declared His wrath.

"They escaped not who refused Him that spake on earth."
No, even though they had enjoyed such unparalleled privileges.
They had been brought out of the house of bondage, delivered from
the enemy at the Red Sea, ate of the heavenly manna and drank of
the water from the smitten rock; yet we are told "But with many of
them God was not well-pleased: for they were overthrown in the
wilderness" (1 Cor. 10:5). The apostle had already reminded the
Hebrews that it was of them God had declared, "They do always err
in their heart, and they have not known My ways. So I sware in My
wrath, They shall not enter into My rest" (Heb. 3:10, 11). And this



was because "they refused Him that spake" to them. They were
disobedient at Sinai, where, so far from submitting to the Divine
authority to have "no other gods," they made and worshipped the
golden calf. They were unbelieving at Kadesh Barnea, when they
listened to the scepticism of the ten spies.

"Much more shall not we escape, if we turn away from Him
that speaketh from heaven." Again we say, how greatly at variance
with this is the idea which now obtains so generally. The great
majority of professing Christians suppose there is much less danger
of those bearing the name of the Lord being severely dealt with
under the milder regime of Christianity, than there was for renegades
in the days of Moses. But our text says, "much more shall not we
escape!" Though it be true that Christianity is essentially a system of
grace, nevertheless the requirements of holiness and the claims of
justice are not thereby set aside. The despisers of grace must be and
will be as surely punished as were the despisers of Law; yea, "much
more" so because their sin of refusal is more heinous. It is "the wrath
of the Lamb" (Rev. 6:16) which the despisers of the Gospel—its
invitations and its requirements—will have to reckon with: so far as
mount Sion excels mount Sinai so will the punishment of Christ-
scorners exceed that of those who despised Moses.

Ere passing on to our next verse we must anticipate a
"difficulty" which our passage is likely to raise in the minds of some
readers: How are we to harmonize the eternal security of the saints
with this "much more shall not we escape if we turn away from Him
that speaketh from Heaven?" Alas, that such a question needs
answering: those who frame it betray a lamentable ignorance of
what the "security of saints" consists of. God has never promised
any man to preserve him in the path of self-will and self-pleasing.
Those who reach Heaven are they who follow (though stumbling by
and with many falls) the only path which leads there, namely, the
"Narrow Way" of self-denial. Or, to put it in another way, the only
ones who escape the everlasting buntings are they who heed Him
that speaketh from Heaven, for "He became the Author of eternal
salvation unto all them that obey Him" (Heb. 5:9).

The writer believes firmly in the blessed truth of "the eternal
security of the saints," but by no means all who profess to be
Christians are "saints." This raises the question, how may I know
whether or not I am a saint? The answer is, By impartially



examining myself in the light of Holy Writ and ascertaining whether
or no I possess the character and conduct of a "saint." The Lord
Jesus said, "My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they
follow Me" (John 10:27). A "saint" or "sheep" of Christ, then is one
who hears HIS voice above all the siren voices of the world, above
all the clamorings of the flesh, and gives evidence that he does so by
following Him, that is, by heeding His commandments, being
regulated by His will, submitting to His Lordship. And to them, and
to none other, Christ says, "And I give unto them eternal life, and
they shall never perish, neither shall any man pluck them out of My
hand" (John 10:28).

Should it be asked, But was not the apostle addressing the
"saints," "sheep," "holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling"
(Heb. 3:1) here in Hebrews 12:25? And if so, why did he present
before them such an awful threat? First, these solemn words were
addressed to all who come under the sound of the Gospel, and the
response made by the hearer or reader serves as an admirable test.
The proud and self-confident, who rely wholly upon a profession
made by them years ago, ignore it to their own undoing, supposing
those words have no application to them; whereas the lowly and
self-distrustful lay it to heart with trembling, and are thereby
preserved from the doom threatened. Second, in the preservation of
His people from destruction God uses warnings and threatenings, as
well as promises and assurances. He keeps His people in the Narrow
Way by causing them to heed such an exhortation as this, "Be not
high-minded, but fear; for if God spared not the natural branches,
take heed lest He also spare not thee" (Rom. 11:20, 21).

What is meant by turning away from "Him that speaketh
from Heaven"? First, it describes the attitude of that large class who
come under the sound of the Gospel and dislike its exacting terms:
Christ is far too holy to suit their carnal hearts, His call for them "to
forsake all and follow Him" pleases not their corrupt nature; so He is
"despised and rejected" by them. Second, it depicts the conduct of
the stony-ground hearers, who under the emotional appeals of high-
pressure evangelists "receive the Word with joy," yet have "no root"
in themselves, and so they quickly "fall away:" the scoffings of their
godless companions or the appeal of worldly pleasures are too
strong for them to continue resisting. Third, it denotes the lapse of
those who having "escaped the pollutions of the world through the



knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ are again entangled
therein and overcome" so that "the latter end is worse with them
than the beginning" (2 Pet. 2:20). Fourth, it announces the apostasy
of those who, under pressure of persecution, renounce the Faith.

"Whose voice then shook the earth: but now He hath
promised, saying, Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also
heaven" (verse 26). There are some points about this verse and the
one immediately following which are far from easy to elucidate, yet
their main purport is not difficult to determine. In ceasing to "speak
on earth" and in now "speaking from Heaven" God gave therein
intimation that the old covenant had been supplanted by the new:
that He had done with Judaism and established the "better thing" in
its place. This was what the pious Hebrews found so hard to
perceive, for Judaism had been instituted by God Himself.
Nevertheless, He only designed it to fulfill a temporary purpose
"until the time of reformation" (Heb. 9:10), and that time had now
arrived. It was to demonstrate and establish this important fact that
God moved His servant to write this Epistle.

Once more we would call attention to the method employed:
Paul did not simply press his apostolic authority, though that had
been sufficient of itself; instead, he referred his readers to the written
Word of God, quoting from Haggai—in this too he has left an
admirable example for all ministers of the Gospel to follow: the
words of God Himself are far more weighty than any of ours. At
every vital stage of his argument the apostle had referred the
Hebrews to the O.T. Scriptures. When he affirmed that Christ was
superior to the heavenly hosts, he quoted, "Let all the angels of God
worship Him" (Heb. 1:6). When he warned of the danger of
apostacy, he referred them to Psalm 95 (Heb. 3:7-11). When he
insisted that Christ’s priesthood excelled Aaron’s, he cited, "Thou art
a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek" (Heb. 7:17). When
he declared that the old covenant was an imperfect and temporary
one, he reminded them that Jeremiah had foretold the '"new
covenant" (Heb. 8:8-10).

When he dwelt upon Christ coming to earth with the express
purpose of supplanting all the Levitical sacrifices by offering
Himself unto God, the apostle showed that Psalm 40 had fore-
announced (Heb. 10:5-7) this very truth. When he called upon the
Hebrews to walk by faith, he quoted Habakkuk 2:4, and then



devoted the whole of the 11th chapter to illustrate the fact that all of
the O.T. saints had so walked. When he admonished them for
fainting under the chastening rod of God, he bade them remember
the exhortation of Proverbs 3:11 (Heb. 12:5). When he would prove
to them the inferiority of Judaism to Christianity, he dwelt upon the
Exodus record of the terrifying phenomena which accompanied the
appearing of the Lord at Sinai, where He entered into covenant with
their fathers (Heb. 12:18-21). And now that he affirmed that God no
longer spake to them "on earth," but rather "from Heaven," he
appeals again to their own Scriptures to show this very change had
been Divinely predicted.

What an amazing knowledge of the Scriptures Paul
possessed! and what a splendid use he made of it! He did not
entertain his hearers and readers with anecdotes or by relating some
of the sensational experiences through which God had brought him,
still less did he descend to "pleasantries" and jokes in order to amuse
them. No, he constantly brought them face to face with the Holy
Word of the thrice Holy God. And that, by grace, is the unvarying
policy we have sought to follow in this magazine: not only do we
sedulously avoid any cheapening of the glorious Gospel of Christ,
but we endeavor to furnish a proof text for every statement we
make; for we ask no one to believe any doctrine or perform any duty
on our mere say-so. Some may complain that there is "too much
repetition" in our articles, or that they are "too introspective," or "too
Calvinistic," but their quarrel is not with us, but with Him whose
Word we expound and enforce.

"Whose voice then shook the earth: but now He hath
promised, saying, Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also
heaven" (verse 26). The simplest and surest way of discovering the
meaning of this verse and the force of citing Haggai 2:6, is to keep
in mind the particular design which the apostle had before him. That
was twofold: to enforce the exhortation he had just given in the
previous verse, and to continue emphasizing and demonstrating the
superiority of Christianity over Judaism. We will consider its terms,
then, from each of these viewpoints. First, Paul emphasizes the
terribleness of turning away from God in Christ: if He who "shook"
the earth is to be feared, much more so is He who "shakes" Heaven!
Then let us beware of ignoring His voice: by inattention, by
unbelief, by disobedience, by apostasy.



"Whose voice then shook the earth" is a figurative reference
to God’s omnipotence, for His "voice" here has reference to the
mighty power of God in operation: let the reader carefully compare
Psalm 29:3-9, where he will find the wondrous effects of Providence
ascribed to the "voice" of God. In particular, the apostle here alludes
to the declaration of God’s authority and the putting forth of His
great strength at the time the Law was given: Sinai itself was
convulsed, so that "the whole mount quaked greatly" (Ex. 19:18).
Yet more than the earthquake is included in the words of our text:
the entire commotion involved, with all the particulars enumerated
in Hebrews 12:18-21, is comprehended therein. It is designated
"shook the earth" because it was all on the earth, and involved only
earthly things—it did not reach to Heaven and eternal things.

"But now He hath promised, saying, Yet once more I shake
not the earth only, but also Heaven." This clause has presented a
hard riddle to the commentators, and scarcely any two of them,
ancient or modern, agree in the solutions they have offered.
Personally, we think they created their own difficulties. First,
through failing to perceive that the "but now" is to be understood in
connection with the subject the apostle was then discussing, and not
as something God was then promising to make good in the future.
Second, through failing to give proper attention and weight to the
term "promised," which is surely enough to show that the final
destruction of this scene (when the doom of the wicked will be
sealed) cannot be the subject of which Haggai was prophesying.
Third, through a slavish adherence to literalism—recent writers
especially—which caused many to miss the meaning of "the earth"
and "Heaven" in this passage. But these are points of too much
importance to dismiss hurriedly, so we must leave their
consideration till the next article.



Hebrews 12:26, 27

Chapter 102 - The Passing of Judaism

It is exceedingly difficult, if not quite impossible, for us to
form any adequate conception of the serious obstacles presented to
the mind of a pious Jew, when any one sought to persuade him that
Judaism had been set aside by God and that he must turn his own
back upon it. No analogy or parallel exists in our own experience. It
was not merely that the Hebrews were required to turn away from
something which their ancestors had set up, and around which
twined all their own sentiments and affections of national patriotism,
but that they were called upon to abandon a religious system that
had been appointed and established by Jehovah Himself. That
institution, a theocracy, was unique, sharply distinguished from all
the idolatrous systems of the heathen. It was God’s outstanding
witness in the earth. It had been signally honored and favored by
Him. It had existed for no less than fifteen centuries, and even when
Christ appeared, He acknowledged the temple—the center and
headquarters of Judaism—as "My Father’s House."

We cannot but admire the tender grace of God in the gentle
and gradual way in which He "broke the news" to His people, little
by little preparing their minds to receive the truth that His purpose in
Judaism had been completely accomplished. Intimations were given
through the prophets that the order of things with which they were
connected would give place to another and better. To the same effect
the Lord Jesus dropped one hint after another: as, for example, when
He pointed out that the old bottles were incapable of receiving the
new wine, or when He declared, not that which enters into a man
defileth him (as the ceremonial law had taught!) but that which
issues from the heart, or when He announced "The hour cometh
when ye shall neither in this mountain, nor yet at Jerusalem, worship
the Father" (John 4:21; and finally, when He solemnly aftirmed
"Behold, your house is left unto you desolate" (Matthew 23:38).

The rending of the temple veil by a Divine hand was full of
deep meaning for those who had eyes to see. The word given



through Stephen that "the Most High dwelleth not in temples made
with hands" (Acts 7:48), was another clear ray of heavenly light on
the same subject. The conversion of Saul of Tarsus, and the
commissioning of him as an apostle to the Gentiles, intimated the
direction in which the stream of Divine mercy was now flowing—it
had burst the narrow banks of Judaism! The vision granted to Peter
(Acts 10) and his message to Cornelius (v. 35), was a further
advance along the same line. The important decision of the apostles
and elders of the Church at Jerusalem in Acts 15:23-29 not to bind
the ceremonial law upon the Gentile converts, was another radical
step in the same direction.

Yet Jerusalem still survived, the temple was yet intact, and
its services continued. Moreover, the leaders of the Nation had
rejected Christ and denounced Christianity as a device of Satan.
Many of the Jewish Christians were sorely puzzled and deeply
exercised, for the Roman yoke had not been removed. As yet the
followers of Christ were but few in number, and for the most part,
poor and despised. The Hebrew believers were being hotly
persecuted by their unbelieving brethren, and God had made no
manifest interposition on their behalf. They were therefore almost
ready to conclude that, after all, they had made a dreadful mistake in
forsaking the religion of their fathers, and that the sore afflictions
they were passing through were a Divine judgment upon them. It
was to allay their fears, to more thoroughly instruct their minds, to
establish their hearts, that God moved the apostle to write this
particular epistle to them—the great theme of which is a display of
the immeasurable superiority of Christianity over Judaism, and its
chief design being a call to perseverance and a warning against
apostasy.

But even in this epistle the apostle did not come right out and
say plainly "God has discarded Judaism." No, the path of faith is
never an easy one. Faith can only thrive while it fights (1 Tim. 6:12).
There must be that which deeply exercises the heart if the soul is to
be kept in the place of complete dependence upon God!
Nevertheless, God always grants sufficient light unto a truly
exercised soul to indicate the path which is to be followed; He
always provides a foundation for faith to rest upon. Though He may
not remove the chief obstacle (as He did not for the Hebrews while
the temple still stood!) and grant a complete solution to our



difficulties, yet He graciously furnishes the humble soul sufficient
help to circumvent them. Thus it was in this epistle. Though no
explicit statement is made that God had done with Judaism, yet
sufficient proof was furnished that He had set up something better in
its place. This comes out again and again in almost every chapter,
notably so in the passage now before us.

What has been pointed out in the last paragraph presents a
principle and a fact which it is deeply important for true Christians
to lay hold of today. Not a few of the Lord’s people are now
confronted with similar problems, which if not so acute as the
Hebrews faced, are just as real to them: problems relating to church-
fellowship, baptism, the Lord’s supper, Sabbath observance. For
thirty years a situation existed in Israel which produced two parties,
neither of which could convince the other; and, as usual, the larger
party was in the wrong. On the one hand was the long-established
Judaism, which contained the great majority of the Nation; on the
other hand was the handful of God’s faithful servants with the few
who had sufficient grace to receive their teachings and walk by faith.
Had the latter been regulated by ancient custom, or by mere
numbers, or by the logic of circumstances (the outward providences
of God), they had missed God’s will for them and had "forsaken
their own mercy" (Jon. 2:8).

The little company of converted Hebrews who had left
Judaism for Christ were faced with a perplexing and trying situation.
No doubt in the case of many of them, their loved ones still adhered
reverently and vigorously to the religion of their fathers. Nor could
either party convince the other of its error by a simple and direct
appeal to Holy Writ. Each side had some Scripture to support it!
Nowhere in the O.T. had God expressly said that He would yet do
away with Judaism, and nowhere in the N.T. had He openly declared
that He had now set Judaism aside. No, dear reader, that is rarely
God’s way! In like manner, Christendom is now divided on various
points both of doctrine and of duty, and each side is able to make out
a real "case" by an appeal to Scripture, and often, neither can cite
one decisive verse proving the other to be wrong. Yet one is wrong!
Only by earnestly waiting upon God individually can His mind be
discovered.

But why has God ordered things thus? Why are not the
Scriptures so worded that there would be no room for controversy?



To try our hearts. The situation which confronted the converted
Hebrews was a real test as to whether they would be followers of
men or pleasers of God. The self-righteous Pharisees could appeal to
a long-established system of religion in justification of their
rejection of Christ; and there are those in Christendom today who
vindicate their adherence to what God has never commanded and
which is dishonoring to His Son, by an appeal to a long line of godly
men who have believed and practiced these very things. When
others seek to show that an opposite course is required by Scripture,
they profess to be "unable to see" what is quite clear to simple and
humble souls, and ask for some verse which expressly forbids what
they are doing; which is like those who, in the face of His miracles,
said, "If Thou be the Christ tell us plainly" (John 10:24).

No doubt it had made matters much easier for the Hebrews if
the apostle said plainly, "God has completely finished with
Judaism:" that had "settled the matter" for hesitating ones who were
halting between two opinions—and poor fallen human nature loves
to have things so "settled" that there may be an end to perturbation
of mind and exercise of heart. Moreover, the converted Hebrews
would then have had a clear proof-text which must have silenced
those who differed from them—and we love to have a verse which
will close the mouths of those who agree not with us, do we not? Or,
God could have allowed the Romans to capture Jerusalem and
destroy the temple thirty years sooner than they did: that also had
"settled the matter"—yes, and left the Hebrews to walk by sight,
instead of by faith! Instead, He gave them this epistle, which called
for prayer, study, meditation, and for more prayer.

Let us now very briefly review the line of the apostle’s
argument in Hebrews 12:18 and onwards. First, he informs the
believing Hebrews "Ye are not come unto the mount that might be
touched" and which was so "terrible" that even Moses quaked
"exceedingly" (verses 18-21): no, Divine mercy had delivered them
from that system. Second, Paul assures them "But ye are come unto
mount Sion (verses 22-24): God had brought them unto an order of
things where the Throne of Grace predominated. It is ever the Lord’s
way to reserve the best wine for the last. Third, the apostle reminds
them that increased privileges involve additional obligations, and
that failure to discharge those obligations incurs greater guilt;
therefore does he urge them to take heed unto God speaking to them



in the person of Christ, warning them that failure so to do would
bring down upon them the Divine wrath more surely than did the
disobedience of Israel of old (verse 25).

"Whose voice then shook the earth: but now He hath
promised, saying, Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also
heaven" (verse 26). This verse has occasioned much difficulty to the
commentators, scarcely any two of them (ancient or modern)
agreeing in their interpretation of it. Many of them suppose that the
ultimate, if not the prime, reference in the quotation here made from
Haggai relates to the final destruction of the earth and the heavens
connected with it, as it is described in 2 Peter 3:10-12. But to
suppose that Paul here made a declaration which concerned the then
far-distant future, is not only to break the unity of this passage, but is
to charge him with making a quotation which had no real relevancy
to the immediate subject he was discussing. In pondering Hebrews
12:26-29 our first concern must be to trace the connection with the
context.

Now in the context the apostle had been treating of two
things: the immeasurable superiority of Christianity over Judaism,
and what this involved concerning the responsibility of those who
were the subjects of this higher and grander revelation. These same
two things are still before the apostle in the closing verses of our
chapter: he continued to show how immeasurably the new covenant
excels the old, and he continued to enforce the pressing call which
he had made in verse 25. First, he had intimated the vast difference
which obtained between the mouthpieces which God employed in
connection with the two revelations (verse 25): namely, "Moses"
(Heb. 10:28) and "His Son" (Heb. 1:2). Second, he had shown the
great disproportion between those two teachers, by pointing out the
respective positions they occupied (verse 25). "Moses’ seat"
(Matthew 23:2) was "on earth," whereas Christ speaks as seated
upon His mediatorial throne "from Heaven."

Two things were intimated by God in the different seats or
positions occupied by the messengers He had employed. First,
inasmuch as He now spake through the Son from Heaven, God
denoted that He had finished with Judaism, which was entirely a
thing of the earth. Second, that Christianity was of Divine origin,
and had to do solely with celestial things. From one angle, this call
in Hebrews 12:25 was very similar to that exhortation "If ye then be



risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ
sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affection on things above,
not on things on the earth" (Col. 3:1, 2). Before their conversion, the
affections of the Hebrews had been centred upon the temple—notice
how the disciples, just before the crucifixion, came to Christ "for to
show Him the buildings of the temple" (Matthew 24:1); but they
were to be "thrown down!"—Christ had returned to Heaven, and
thither their hearts must follow Him. Thus, the heavenly calling
(Heb. 3:1), heavenly citizenship (Phil. 3:20), heavenly inheritance (1
Pet. 1:4), instead of the earthly concerns of Judaism, were now to
engage the hearts and minds of the regenerate in Israel.

Next, in the verses now before us, the apostle brings out the
vastly different effects produced through the two messengers. This is
the central fact in verses 26, 27: the Voice "from Heaven" produced
proportionately greater results than did the voice which spake "on
earth." God through Christ speaks more powerfully and effectually
than He did through Moses. Let us be careful not to lose sight of this
general idea when pondering the details. A much greater and more
far-reaching "shaking" was produced by the latter than was the case
with the former. We believe that Matthew Henry was on the fight
track when he said, "It is by the Gospel from heaven that God shook
to pieces the civil and ecclesiastical state of the Jewish nation, and
introduced a new state of the church, that cannot be removed, shall
never be changed for any other on earth, but shall remain till it be
made perfect in heaven." The apostle is still supplying proof that the
Hebrew believers were no longer connected with Judaism, but were
come to the antitypical Zion.

"Whose voice then shook the earth." Here is the connecting
link with the context: the "then" referring to the instituting of
Judaism. "But now He hath promised, saying, Yet once more I shake
not the earth only, but also heaven." The "but now" is not so much a
time-mark as it is an adverbial expression, relating to the theme
under immediate discussion, namely, the establishment and super-
excellency of Christianity. Thus, to show once more the infinitely
surpassing and glorious effects of power and majesty which issued
from the voice of Christ, speaking from heaven by the Gospel, and
so as to give a more lively representation of the same, the apostle
compares them with the greatly inferior effects that accompanied the
deliverance of the Law. As the right understanding of this "But now"



has an important bearing upon all that follows, we subjoin the
comments of another thereon.

"The word now does not denote the period when the promise
was made, but the period to which the promise referred, which was
now, opposed to then when the Law was established. It was
equivalent to ‘But with regard to the present period, which is the
commencement of a new order of things, He has promised, saying.’
This use of the word now in the apostle’s writings is common:
Romans 3:21; 16:26 etc." (John Brown). There is, then, an
opposition of the "But now" to what occurred at the "then" at the
beginning of the verse. It is to be carefully noted that Paul did not
say "He hath now promised," i.e. that in the apostle’s day God had
announced He was going to do something in the far-distant future;
instead, it is "But now He hath promised:" the "now" relating to the
fulfillment of what Haggai had foretold, and not to some promise
given through the apostle.

"But now He hath promised, saying." This "saying" which
the apostle at once quotes from Haggai he styles a "promise," and
that for at least three reasons. First, because what was but a
prophecy in Haggai’s day had received its actual accomplishment in
the apostle’s time, in connection with the establishment of
Christianity. Second, because this was therefore something for faith
to lay hold of, and that is what he was seeking to persuade the
Hebrew believers to do. Third, to prevent any misconception on our
part: had the apostle been pointing out that the prophecy of Haggai
contained a yet deeper meaning and more ultimate reference, even to
predicting the final destruction of this world and all its works, he
had surely been very far from designating such an unparalleled
Divine judgment as that, by the term "promise!" A "promise" always
refers to something that is good, and never to a calamity!

"Whose voice then shook the earth: but now He hath
promised, saying, Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also
heaven." Let us now inquire, What is denoted by this "shaking" of
earth and heaven? This is a figure which is used in the O.T. quite
frequently to express a great change, produced by the providences
and power of God in the affairs of men. "God is our refuge and
strength, a very present help in trouble. Therefore will not we fear,
though the earth be removed, and though the mountains be carried
into the midst of the sea" (Ps. 46:1, 2), which is explained in "The



heathen raged, the kingdoms were moved: He uttered His voice, the
earth melted" (verse 6). "Thou hast made the earth to tremble: Thou
hast broken it: heal the breaches thereof, for it shaketh" (Ps. 60:2):
what is signified by that metaphorical language is indicated in the
next verse, "Thou hast showed Thy people hard things: Thou hast
made us to drink the wine of astonishment." "Therefore I will shake
the heavens, and the earth shall remove out of her place" (Isa. 13:13)
—Ilanguage which signifies a tremendous commotion among the
nations—compare Joel 3:16. Such vivid imagery is common in the
Prophets.

"He stretched out His hand over the sea," which is
interpreted in the next sentence "He shook the kingdoms" (Isa.
23:11). "Behold, the Lord maketh the earth empty, and maketh it
waste, and turneth it upside down" (Isa. 24:1)—words, we need
hardly say, which are not to be taken literally. "At His wrath the
earth shall tremble," explained in the following clause, "and the
nations shall not be able to abide His indignation" (Jer. 10:10).
"Arise, contend thou with the mountains: and let the hills hear thy
voice. Hear ye O mountains, the Lord’s controversy, and ye strong
foundations of the earth" (Mic. 6:1, 2): such language is not to be
understood literally, as the next clause shows "For the Lord hath a
controversy with His people." "For the powers of heaven shall be
shaken" (Luke 21:26). Even Mr. Darby admitted (in his "Synopsis"),
"This shaking of all things—whether here (Heb. 12:26, 27) or in the
analogous passage in 2 Peter—evidently goes beyond Judaism, but
has peculiar application to it"—italics ours.

"Whose voice then shook the earth." The immediate
reference is to Sinai at the time the law was given. But, as we have
seen, that material mount was emblematic of the entire economy
which was then established. Thus the "shaking" of the "earth"
denoted the great outward change which took place in the days of
Moses. The external state of Israel was then greatly altered. They
were organized into a kingdom and church-state (Acts 7:38), into a
theocracy. Yet glorious as was that change, it reached not to
"heaven," that is to say, it affected not their inner man and was not
concerned with spiritual and eternal relations. "The economy
established at Sinai, viewed by itself, was a temporal covenant with
a worldly nation, referring to temporal promises, an earthly
inheritance, a worldly sanctuary, a typical priesthood, and carnal



ordinances" (J. Brown).

"But now (in relation to Christianity) He hath promised,
saying, Yet once more I shake not the earth only, but also heaven."
The careful reader will observe that the prophet had said, "I will
shake the heavens, and the earth, and the sea, and the dry land"
(Hag. 2:6), whereas the apostle was moved by the Holy Spirit to
word it—for the sake of his emphasis—"I shake not the earth only,
but also heaven," hence a shaking of both "earth" and "heaven" was
here in view. "The voice in heaven produces more extensive and
more permament effects. It shakes both earth and heaven—effects a
change both on the external and spiritual circumstances of those
who are under it; and it effects a permament change, which is to
admit of no radical essential change forever" (J. Brown).

Though a great change had been produced in connection
with the giving of the old covenant, a far greater change had been
effected in the establishing of the new covenant. That had affected
but one nation only, and that, merely in its external and temporal
circumstances: this reaches unto God’s people among all nations,
and affects their spiritual and eternal interests. It was reserved for
God’s Son to bring this about, for in all things He must have the
preeminence. A much greater commotion and convulsion in human
affairs has been brought in by Immanuel, yea, it was then as though
the very universe was shaken to its center. In order to the
establishing of that kingdom of Christ’s which shall never be moved,
there were tremendous revolutions, both in connection with Judaism
and the idolatrous systems of the heathen—"These that have turned
the world upside down" (Acts 17:6) was the charge preferred against
the apostles.

Now as the great change in the temporal affairs of Israel at
the instituting of Judaism had been adumbrated by the quaking of
Sinai, so the far greater alterations introduced by the establishing of
Christianity were also shadowed forth in the various physical
phenomena and angelic appearances. "At His birth a new star
appeared in the heavens, which filled the generality of men with
amazement, and put those who were wise to diligent inquiries about
it. His birth was proclaimed by an angel from heaven, and celebrated
by ‘a multitude of the heavenly hosts.” In His ministry the heavens
were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on Him in the shape of
a dove. These things may answer that mighty work in heaven which



is here intimated. On the earth, wise men came from the east to
inquire after Him; Herod and all Jerusalem were shaken at the
tidings of Him. In the discharge of His work He wrought miracles in
heaven and earth, sea and dry land, on the whole creation of God.
Wherefore in the first coming of Christ the words had their literal
accomplishment in an eminent manner.

"Take the words metaphorically for great changes,
commotions and alterations in the world, and so also were they
accomplished in Him and His coming. No such alteration made in
the world since the creation of it as was then, and in what ensued
thereon. All the ‘heavens’ of the world were then shaken, and after a
while removed: that is, all their gods and all their worship, which
had continued from time immemorial, which were the ‘heavens of
the people,” were first shaken, and then utterly demolished. The
‘earth’ also was moved, shaken and changed: for all nations were
stirred up, some to inquire after Him, some to oppose Him, whereon
great concussions and commotions did ensue; till all the most noble
parts of it were made subject to Him.

"But, as we observed before, it is the dealing of God with the
church, and the alteration which He would make in the state thereof,
concerning which the apostle treats. It is therefore the ‘heaven’ of
Mosaic worship and that Judaical church-state, with the ‘earth’ of
their political state belonging thereunto, that are here intended.
These were they that were ‘shaken’ at the coming of Christ, and so
shaken as shortly after to be removed and taken away, for the
introduction of the more heavenly worship of the Gospel, and the
immovable evangelical church-state. This was the greatest
commotion and alteration that God ever made in the ‘heaven’ and
‘earth’ of the church. This was far more great and glorious than the
shaking of the ‘earth’ at the giving of the law. Wherefore, not to
exclude the senses before mentioned, which are consistent with this,
and may be respected in the prophecy as outward signs and
indications of it, this is that which is principally intended in the
words, and which is proper to the argument in hand" (John Owen).

"And this word, Yet once more, signifieth the removing of
those things that are shaken, as of things that are made, that those
things which cannot be shaken may remain" (verse 27). This is the
apostle’s inspired commentary on Haggai’s prophecy. He points out
that the "yet once more" denoted there had previously been a great



change wrought in Israel’s fortunes, and also that now another
radical alteration had been made therein. He insists that the
"shaking" was in order to effect a removal of what was only
transient, and that the great change was only in order that that which

is unchangeable might remain—that the permanent might be fixedly
established.



Hebrews 12:27

Chapter 103 - The Establishing of Christianity

The Divine incarnation was not some sudden, isolated, and
unexpected event. The advent of our blessed Lord, and with it the
dawn of Christianity, marked a climax and consummation. The
world was prepared through long processes for the coming of the
One and the preaching of the other: from Eden to Bethlehem the
centuries were preparing for the appearing of Immanuel. As the
processes of creation fitted the earth for man to live upon it, so all
history paved the way for the birth of the God-man. The Holy
Scriptures focused the Divine preparation in one race, yet all peoples
shared in the process: outside of the elect nation God was at work,
and all streams converged to a single center. The march of events
was both slow and complicated, yet eventually the stage was fully
set and a suitable background made for the appearing of the
promised Savior.

"When the fullness of time was come, God sent forth His
Son, born of a woman" (Gal. 4:4). This signifies much more than
that the time appointed by the Father had now arrived when He
would put an end to the Mosaic economy and replace the shadows
and types by the substance and Antitype. It denoted that conditions
were peculiarly suitable for the introduction of a new and enlarged
dispensation, that everything was now ripe for the execution of
God’s great purpose. All the foundations had been laid. The long
night of preparation had now run its course. The chrysalis was ready
to burst its bonds; the fields were white unto the harvest; the olive
tree was ready for the grafting of other branches into it (Rom. 11).
The "fullness of time" intimates both ripeness of opportunity and
consummation of need. The advent of God’s Son to this earth and
the proclamation of the Gospel far and wide, not only introduced a
new era, it also marked the climax of the old.

In its relation to the immediate context this expression, "the
fullness of time," signifies that the Church on earth had been
prepared for the coming of God’s Son by having now outgrown the



conditions of her childhood and minority, making her feel the
irksomeness of the bonds upon her and to long for the liberty of
maturity. The legal economy was merely a "schoolmaster unto
Christ," and it had now served its purpose. The old economy had
decayed and waxed old, and was "ready to vanish away" (Heb.
8:13). Aged Simeon was a representative of that godly remnant who
were "waiting for the Consolation of Israel," for there was a
Divinely prepared company that then "looked for redemption in
Jerusalem" (Luke 2:25, 38). The favored Nation as a whole had lost
its liberty, being under the yoke of the Romans, and seemed on the
point of relinquishing its mission; the need for the fulfillment of the
Messianic prophecies was real and pressing.

There was a remarkable combination of circumstances
tending to prepare the world for the Gospel, and a fearful climax in
the world’s need of redemption. The break up of old heathen faiths
and the passing away of the prejudices of antiquity, disposed men
for a new revelation which was spiritual, humane, non-provincial.
The utter failure of Pagan religion from immorality, and of Pagan
philosophy from its impotency to cure that immorality and the
miseries it entailed, called loudly for some new Faith, which should
be both sure and powerful. The century immediately preceding our
Lord’s advent was probably the most remarkable in all history.
Everything was in a state of transition; old things were passing
away; the fruit of the ancient order was rotting upon the tree, though
without yielding the seeds of a new order. There were strange
rumors afloat of coming relief, and singular hopes stirred the hearts
of men that some Great One was about to appear and renovate the
world.

"The fullness of time was come." First, the world had
reached its climacteric of sin. History has given a faithful record of
the terrible moral conditions which obtained among men in the
century that immediately preceded our Lord’s advent. At Rome,
which was then the metropolis of the world, the Court of Caesar was
steeped in luxury and licentiousness. To provide amusement for his
senators six hundred gladiators fought a hand to hand conflict in the
public theater. Not to be outdone, Pompey turned five hundred lions
into the arena to engage an equal number of his braves, and "delicate
ladies" sat applauding and gloating over the blood that flowed.
Children were the property of the state, to be disposed of as was



deemed best for the public interests. The aged and infirm were
banished to an island in the Tiber. Marriage was wholly a matter of
sensual caprice; divorce was so frequent, it was customary for
women to count them by the number of rings worn on their fingers.
About two thirds of the entire civilized world were slaves, their
masters having absolute power over them.

Conditions in Greece were even worse. Sensual indulgence
and every species of cruelty were carried to the highest pitch.
Gluttony was an art. Fornication was indulged without restraint.
Parents were at liberty to expose their children to perish from cold
and hunger or to be eaten up by wild beasts, such exposure being
practiced frequently, and passed without punishment or censure.
Wars were carried on with the utmost ferocity: if any of the
vanquished escaped death, slavery of the most abject kind was the
only prospect before them; and in consequence, death was
considered preferable to capture. "The dark places of the earth were
filled with the habitations of cruelty" (Ps. 74:20). The world had
reached its climacteric of sin, and this provided a dark background
from which could shine forth the Light. Oftentimes a disease cannot
be treated until it "comes to a head." In view of the above
conditions, the world was ready for the appearing of the great
Physician.

"The fullness of time was come." The world had reached its
consummation of want. It had been predicted of old that the Messiah
should be "the Desire of all nations:" to this end there must be a
complete exposure of the failure of all human plans for deliverance.
This time had arrived when Christ was born. Never before had the
abject misery and need of humanity been so apparent and so
extensive. Philosophy had lost its power to satisfy men, and the old
religions were dead. The Greeks and Romans stood at the head of
the nations at the time our Lord appeared on earth, and the religious
state of those peoples in that age is too well known to require any
lengthy description of it. Polytheism and Pantheism were the
popular concepts: innumerable deities were worshipped, and to
those gods were attributed the most abominable characteristics.
Human sacrifices were frequently offered upon their altars.

Judaism was also fully ripe for the accomplishment of
Messianic prophecy. Sadduceeism had leavened the ruling classes
and affected the nation with rationalism and skepticism.



Phariseeism, which represented the ideas and ideals of the popular
party, was too often only formal and hypocritical, and at best was
cold and hard, "binding heavy burdens" and laying on men’s
shoulders a load which they refused to touch with their fingers
(Matthew 23:4). The nation was under the government of Rome, and
was thoroughly discouraged. Was there, then, no eye to pity, no arm
to save? Was God unmindful of the tragic condition of mankind?
No, blessed be His name, the "fullness of time was come:" a
platform was then ready on which the glories of Divine grace might
be exhibited, and now arose "the Sun of righteousness with healing
in His wings" (Mal. 4:2).

"The fullness of time was come." The needed preparations
were completed, and the high-water mark was reached. Side by side
with the preliminary movements in Israel, Divine providence had
also been at work in heathendom, making ready the world for the
dawn of Christianity. Political conditions were singularly favorable
for the coming of the Gospel. Most of the then known earth was
within the bounds of the Roman empire. Everywhere the Romans
went good roads were made, along which went the soldier, and after
him the merchant and scholar. In a short time commercial
intercourse fused various peoples. Previously, old national
distinctions had bound up religious prejudices, each country having
its own gods, and any attempt to foist a foreign religion upon a
nation was bitterly resented. But national barriers were now broken
down by Roman prowess and international intercourse, and religious
exclusiveness was greatly weakened. All of this facilitated the task
of the missionaries of the Cross. The Roman roads became
highways for the evangelists, and Roman law afforded them
protection.

Parallel with the growth of the Roman empire was the spread
of Grecian culture. The Grecian tongue was the one most
extensively used as the language of learning: all educated people
were supposed to understand it. This was a most suitable medium by
which the Christian messengers could speak to a great multitude of
peoples, without enduring the tedious delay of learning new
languages. In Syria, Egypt, Phrygia, and Italy, as well as Greece and
Asia Minor, the heralds of Christ could make themselves understood
everywhere by using the common tongue employed by all teachers
of that day. Moreover this language was so delicately modulated as



to surpass all other forms of speech in its capacity for expressing
new ideas. It was therefore exactly what was needed for the setting
forth of a new revelation to the world at large.

It was the same with Judaism. Now had arrived the time for
the fulfillment of its mission: the giving to the world of the O.T.
Scriptures, and the realization of the Hope which they presented.
Judaism was to give birth to Christianity: out of the old soil the new
order was to spring. The position of the Jews at that time
wonderfully facilitated the spread of the Gospel, for they were
already dispersed abroad everywhere. In the days of Augustus there
were forty thousand Jews at Rome, and by the time of Tiberius
double that number. The Jewish synagogues furnished a means of
communication between Christian gospelers and the heathen world.
A synagogue was to be found in almost every town throughout the
Roman empire, and to it the evangelists first went; and thus a
suitable language was provided for communicating with all peoples,
and centers of work were to be found in every city.

In such a striking conjunction of favorable providences we
cannot but behold and admire the controlling hand of Him who
worketh all things after the counsel of His own will. They served to
greatly lessen the severe shock which the displacing of the old order
of things and the introduction of the new order was bound to bring,
for the claims of Christ are of a very radical nature and His demands
revolutionizing. Even so, the establishing of Christianity is spoken
of as a shaking of "not the earth only, but also heaven" (verse 26):
though such language be figurative, nevertheless it refers to that
which was intensely real and drastic. Our assertion that the last
clause of verse 26 is not to be understood in a material sense (as is
now widely supposed), calls for some further expository remarks
thereon, particularly concerning its setting here, its original, and its
connection.

At verse 25 the apostle began an exhortation which was
based upon what had been pointed out in verses 18-24, and which he
re-enforces by additional considerations. The exhortation consists of
a call to hear and heed God’s message to us through Christ. God is
the Author of Old and New Testaments alike: in the former He spoke
through Moses and the prophets; in the latter by the Son, His final
Spokesman. The manifestation which God made in Christ and the
message He has given us through Him, completes the revelation of



His will. This final message was declared neither by man nor angel,
but by the only begotten Son. Then let us beware of treating such a
revelation in a manner ill-fitting its high character. The superior
dignity of the Messenger and the supreme importance of His
message must ensure severer punishment to those who despise and
reject Him.

The urgency of this call for us to hear Christ is intimated by
pointing out that since those who had disregarded God’s message
through Moses escaped not, a far worse punishment must be the
portion of those who turn a deaf ear unto Him speaking through the
Son (verse 25). The superiority of God’s revelation by the Son to the
message given through Moses was evidenced by the phenomena
which attended each, and the different effects which followed their
appearing: the Voice "from heaven" (by Christ) produced
proportionately greater results than did the Voice which spake by
Moses, "on earth." The Voice through each produced a "shaking,"
but that through the latter was far more extensive than that through
the former (verse 26). In proof of this declaration the apostle quoted
and commented upon a striking prediction found in Haggai, the
pertinency and scope of which we would now consider. For a better
understanding thereof we will turn to its original setting.

In chapter 1 Haggai rebukes the indifference of the Jewish
remnant (who had returned to Palestine from the Babylonish
captivity) for their neglect to rebuild God’s house. This stirred them
up to proceed therewith. In chapter 2 the prophet comforts them.
The rebuilding of the temple had then proceeded far enough for it to
be made manifest that in its outward glory it was far inferior to
Solomon’s. A great lamentation ensued, and the prophet asks, "Who
is left among you that saw this house in her first glory? and how do
ye see it now? is it not in your eyes in comparison of it as nothing?"
(Heb. 2:3). The people greatly feared that Jehovah had deserted
them, and to re-assure them Haggai declared, "Yet now be strong, O
Zerubbabel, saith the Lord; and be strong, O Joshua, son of
Josedech, the high priest; and be strong all ye people of the land,
saith the Lord, and work: for I am with you, saith the Lord of hosts:
according to the word that I covenanted with you when ye came out
of Egypt, so My Spirit remaineth among you: fear ye not" (Heb. 2:4,
5); and then it was that he set before them the grand hope of the
Messiah’s appearing.



"For thus saith the Lord of hosts, Yet once, it is a little while
and I will shake the heavens, and the earth, and the sea, and the dry
land; And I will shake all nations, and the Desire of all nations shall
come: and I will fill this house with glory, saith the Lord of hosts.
The silver is Mine, and the gold is Mine, saith the Lord of hosts. The
glory of this latter house shall be greater than of the former, saith the
Lord of hosts: and in this place will I give peace, saith the Lord of
hosts" (Hag. 2:6-9). Here was a message of comfort to the sorrowing
remnant of the prophet’s day, and from it the apostle quotes in
Hebrews 12.

The first thing we would note in the above prediction is the
statement "a little while and I will shake," which makes it evident
that the "shaking" did not look forward to the final and universal
convulsion of nature at the end of time; rather was the reference to
that which preceded and was connected with the establishing of
Christianity, which was comparatively an impending event in
Haggai’s day. Second, the "shaking" was not to occur in the material
world, but in the political and religious realms, as is clear from the
closing verses of this very chapter. "I will shake the heavens, and the
earth" (verse 21) is at once defined as "and I will overthrow the
throne of kingdoms, and I will destroy the strength of the kingdoms
of the heathen" (verse 22)—this commenced shortly afterwards, for
the axe lay at the root of the Persian empire. Third, there was the
express promise that the glory of the temple built in Haggai’s day
should exceed that of Solomon’s.

That third item needs to be very carefully weighed by us, for
it is of great importance. This was the chief point of comfort in
Haggai’s prediction. His fellows were deeply distressed (see Ezra
3:12) at the comparative meanness of the house of God which they
were erecting, but he assures them it should yet possess a glory that
far excelled that of Solomon’s. That greater glory was not a material
one, but a spiritual: it was expressly said to be the coming to it of
"the Desire of all nations." It was by the appearing of the Messiah
that the real "glory" would accrue unto the second temple, and that
must be while it still stood! Haggai’s temple was enlarged and
beautified by Herod three hundred years later, but the original
structure was never destroyed, so that it continued one and the same
"house;" and to it Christ came! The "little while," then, of Haggai
2:6 was parallel with the "suddenly" of Malachi 3:1.



The fourth and last thing was "and in this place will I give
peace, saith the Lord of hosts" (Heb. 2:9). That also was spiritual:
referring to the peace which Christ should make "through the blood
of His cross" (Col. 1:20) between God and His people, and the amity
which should be established between believing Jews and believing
Gentiles (see Ephesians 2:14-16) in the same worship of God. This
was the principal work of Christ: to put away sin (which was the
cause of enmity and strife) and to bring in peace. Finally, the manner
in which all this was to be effected was by a great "shaking," not
only in the midst of Israel, but also among the Gentiles. Observe
carefully the "yet once" of Haggai 2:6: there had been a great
"shaking" when the first covenant was instituted, but there would be
a still greater at the establishing of the new covenant. Thus the "yet
once" signifies, first, once more; and secondly, once for all—finally.

Now from the above prophecy of Haggai Paul quotes in
Hebrews 12:26. The apostle’s object was a double one: to supply
additional proof for the superiority of Christianity over Judaism, and
to give further point to the exhortation he had made in verse 25.
Evidence is here given from the O.T. to show that the voice of God
speaking by Christ had produced far greater effects than His word
had through Moses. The contrasts, then, between the old and new
covenants, and the excelling of the latter over the former, may be
summed up thus: the one was connected with Sinai, the other brings
us unto Sion (verses 18-24); the one was inaugurated by Moses, the
other by the Son; the one was God speaking "on earth," the other
"from heaven;" the one "shook the earth," the other "heaven" itself
(verse 26); the one is "removed" the other "remains" (verse 27);
therefore, HEAR the Son!

How far astray, then, are those commentators who suppose
that Haggai’s prophecy refers to the final judgment at the last day,
when the whole fabric of nature shall shake and be removed! First,
such a terrifying event was altogether alien to the scope of Haggai’s
purpose, which was to comfort his sorrowing brethren. Second, such
a prediction had been entirely irrevelant to the apostle’s scope, for
he was comparing not the giving of the law with the Day of
Judgment, but the giving of the law with the promulgation of the
Gospel by Christ Himself; for his whole design was to exhibit the
preeminence of the Evangelical economy. Third, nor would such
dreadful doom be designated a "promise" (Heb. 12:26). Fourth, the



apostle clearly intimated that Haggai’s prophecy was now fulfilled
(verse 28). Finally, there is no reason whatever why we should
regard the shaking of heaven and earth here as a literal one: it was
spiritual things of which the apostle was discoursing—such as issue
in that unshakable kingdom which believers receive in this world.

Let us admire the striking appropriateness of Haggai’s
prophecy to the purpose the apostle then had in hand. Haggai’s
prediction concerned the person and appearing of Christ: "The
Desire of all nations shall come." There it was announced that God
would do greater works than He had performed in the days of Moses
(Hag. 2:5-7). God shook Egypt before He gave the law, He shook
Sinai at the giving of it, He shook the surrounding nations
(especially in Canaan) just after it. But in "a little while" He would
do greater things. The prophet’s design was to fix the eyes of the
Jews upon the first advent of Christ, which was their great
expectation, and to assure them that their temple would then possess
a glory far excelling that of Solomon’s. Meanwhile, God would
overthrow "the throne of kingdoms and destroy the strength of the
heathen" (verse 22), as the forerunning signs of Christ’s advent
during the short season which intervened before His appearing.

How pertinent and well-suited, then, was Haggai’s prophecy
to the subject Paul was developing! That prediction had been
fulfilled: Christ had come and made good its terms: conclusive proof
of this is found in the changing of the verb—the prophet’s "I will
shake" being altered to "I shake," for the apostle regarded the
"shaking" as present and not future. A "promise" had been given that
a greater work of Divine power, grace and glory should be wrought
at the appearing of the Messiah than what took place in connection
with the exodus from Egypt and the giving of the law, and this was
now accomplished. How clearly and how forcibly did this
demonstrate the pre-eminency of the new covenant above the old: so
far as the glory of the second temple excelled that of the first was
Christianity superior to Judaism! Finally, how well did this
"shaking" of heaven intimate the permamency and finality of
Christianity, for the shaking was in order that the unshakable might
abide (verse 27).

It now remains for us to weigh the comment which the
apostle made upon this citation from Haggai: "And this word, Yet
once more, signifieth the removing of those things that are shaken,



as of things that are made, that those things which cannot be shaken
may remain" (verse 27). Incidentally, let it be pointed out that here
we have a helpful illustration of the province and task of the teacher:
in expounding God’s Word he not only compares passage with
passage and defines the meaning of its terms, but he also indicates
what legitimate inferences and conclusions may be drawn, what its
statements imply as well as directly affirm. This is exactly what the
apostle does here: he argues that the word "once" (used by the
prophet) not only signified "once more," but that it also denoted the
setting aside of the order of things previously existing.

There is a fullness in the words of Holy Writ which can only
be discovered by prolonged meditation and careful analysis. The
prophecy of Haggai had said nothing expressly about the
"removing" of anything, yet what was not stated explicitly was
contained therein implicitly. The apostle insists that a "removing"
was implied in the terms of Haggai’s prediction. The very fact that
God had "shaken" the Mosaic economy to its very foundations—the
preaching and miracles of Christ (and later by His apostles) had
caused thousands to leave it, the Lord’s denunciation of the religion
leaders and His exposure of their hypocrisy had undermined the
confidence of the masses, while the rending of the temple veil by a
Divine hand had clearly and solemnly signified the end of the
Levitical system—was plain intimation that He was on the eve of
setting the whole aside, and that, for the purpose of setting up
something better in its place; what that something is, we must leave
for our next chapter.

N.B. Had some of our twentieth century Christians been
present they would have taken issue with the apostle and said, "Paul,
you are taking undue liberties with the Word of God, which we
cannot consent to. The Holy Spirit through Haggai spoke of a
"shaking," whereas you change it to "removing." Had the apostle
replied, "I am simply pointing out what the prophet’s language
clearly implies, drawing an obvious inference from his statement."
The rejoinder would be, "We do not need to do any reasoning upon
the Word. Moreover, any simple soul can see that shaking and
removing are very different things, and had the prophet meant the
latter he would have said so, and not used the former." An expositor
of Scripture often encounters such quibbling today: it is worse than
ignorance, for it deceives not a few into supposing that such slavish



adherence to the letter of Scripture (being occupied with its sound,
instead of seeking its sense) is honoring the same.



Hebrews 12:28
Chapter 104 - The Kingdom of Christ

We hope that we made clear in the preceding articles the
general idea contained in the citation from the O.T. which the
apostle made in Hebrews 12:26, namely, that under the proclamation
of the Gospel there would be a more radical and far-reaching effect
produced, than was the case at the giving of the Law, thereby
manifesting the superiority of the one over the other. The more
specific meaning of Haggai’s prediction (Heb. 2:6) was that the
Jewish church and state would be dissolved, for both the
ecclesiastical and civil spheres of Judaism ("heaven and earth") were
"shaken." Its wider significance comprehended the convulsions
which would be produced in heathendom (the "sea" of Haggai 2:6,
and cf. verses 21, 22). The great design of God in the Divine
incarnation was the setting up of Christ’s kingdom, but before it
could be properly established there had to be a mighty shaking in
order that the shadows in Judaism might give place to the substance,
and that sinners among the Gentiles be made spiritual.

The appearing of the Messiah introduced and necessitated a
total dissolution of the entire Judaic economy: the Levitical
institutions being fulfilled in Christ, they had now served their
purpose. This was solemnly signified by the Divine rending of the
temple veil, and forty years later by the total destruction of the
temple itself. But in the meanwhile it was difficult to persuade the
Hebrews that such was the case, and therefore did the apostle clinch
the argument he had made in 12:18-24 and the exhortation he had
given in verse 26 by quoting a proof-text from their own Scriptures.
Haggai’s language that the Lord would "shake the heavens" referred,
as we have seen, not to the starry heavens or celestial planets, but to
the Judaical constitution under the ceremonial law—called the
"heavens" because they typed out heavenly things! Ultimately God
would "shake" and remove all dominions, thrones and powers which
were opposed to the kingdom of Christ—as, for example, He later
did the Roman empire.



"Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be
moved" (verse 28). The design of the Holy Spirit in the whole of this
passage (Heb. 12:18-29) was to enhance in the Hebrews’ estimation
the supremacy and excellency of Christ’s kingdom, which His
Gospel has "brought to light," and of which the believers have been
given the right and assurance, for it was to make way for the
establishment of Christ’s kingdom that those mighty "shakings"
occurred. Paul insists that God’s "shakings" were in order to
"remove" that which hindered the manifestation and development of
Christ’s kingdom. Here, then, is further proof that, so far from
Haggai’s prophecy looking forward to the universal convulsion of
nature at the last day, it has already had its fulfillment: believers now
actually obtain the fruit of that "shaking," for they "receive" the
unshakable kingdom, namely the kingdom of Christ which cannot
be moved. We trust this is now so plain to the reader that further
effort on our part to establish the same is unnecessary.

But not only did the prophecy of Haggai announce the
superiority of Christianity over Judaism and the necessary setting
aside of the one for the other, but it also clearly intimated the finality
of the Christian dispensation. This is plain from the words of
Hebrews 12:27, "yet once more." According to modem
dispensationalists Paul should have said, "yet twice more," for their
view is, that just as the Mosaic dispensation was followed by the
Christian, so the Christian will be succeeded by a revived and
glorified Judaism in "the Millennium." But "once more" means once
only, and then no more. Christianity is the final thing which God has
for this earth. The last great dispensational change was made when
the Gospel was given to all the world: hence Peter could say, "the
end of all things is at hand" (1 Pet. 4:7), for God has now spoken His
last word to mankind. Hence also John said, "It is the last hour" (1
John 2:18), which had not been true if another dispensation is to
follow the one we are now in.

"And this word, Yet once more, signifieth the removing of
those things that are shaken, as of things that are made, that those
things which cannot be shaken may remain" (verse 27). Here the
apostle explains Haggai’s "Yet once it is a little while (cf. the "now"
of Hebrews 12:26) and I will shake the heavens" etc. When Paul
refers to the things shaken and removed "as of things that are made,"
he was far from adding a superfluous clause: it emphasized again the



contrast he was drawing. The phrase "as of things that are made" is
elliptical, needing the added words "made" (by hands) to bring out
its sense. Everything connected with Judaism was made by human
hands: even the tables of stone on which were inscribed the ten
commandments, God commanded Moses to "hew" (Ex. 34:1), while
the tabernacle and all connected with it was to be "made" according
to "the pattern" God showed him (Ex. 25:8, 9). In sharp and blessed
contrast, the immaterial and spiritual things of Christianity are "not
made with hands" (2 Cor. 5:1), but are "made without hands" (Col.
2:11).

"Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved
let us have grace whereby we may serve God." The apostle here
draws an inference from what had just been pointed out concerning
the shaking and removing of Judaism and the establishing of
Christianity. First, here is a great privilege into which Christians
have entered, namely, a spiritual state under the rule of Jesus Christ
—whom God hath anointed and set as king upon His holy hill of
Zion (Ps. 2:6)—here called a "kingdom." Second, the essential
character of this kingdom, in contrast from all others, namely its
immoveability—its finality and permanency. Third, the way of the
believer’s participation of it: we "receive" it. "This kingdom, then, is
the rule of Christ in and over the Gospel-state of the church, which
the apostle hath proved to be more excellent than that of the Law"
(John Owen). This kingdom we must now consider.

At the beginning of human history God’s kingdom was
realized on this earth, so that there was no need to pray, "Thy
kingdom come." God’s kingship was established in Eden, and all the
blessings that flow from subjection to His dominion were then
enjoyed. The supremacy of God was gladly and spontaneously
acknowledged by all His creatures. But sin entered, and a radical
change ensued. Man repudiated the kingship of God, for by
transgressing His commandments Adam rejected His sovereignty.
By so doing, by heeding the suggestions of the Serpent, the
"kingdom of Satan" (Matthew 12:26) was set up in this world.
Shortly afterwards, God established His mediatorial kingdom, Abel
being its first subject.

Since the Fall there have been two great empires at work on
this earth: the "world" and "the kingdom of God." Those who belong
to the former own not God; those who pertain to the latter, profess



subjection to Him. In O.T. times the Israelitish theocracy was the
particular sphere of God’s kingdom on earth, the domain where His
authority was manifested in a special way (Judg. 8:23, 1 Samuel
12:12, Hosea 13:9, 10, etc.). But subjection to Him, even there, was,
on the part of the Nation as a whole, but partial and brief. The time
soon came when Jehovah had to say to His servant, "They have not
rejected thee, but they have rejected Me, that I should not reign over
them" (1 Sam. 8:7). Then it was that the Lord appointed human
kings in Israel as His representatives, for while the Sinaitic
convenant (Ex. 19:6) continued in force Jehovah remained their
King—it was the "King which made a marriage feast for His Son"
(Matthew 22:2)! Though Saul, David, and his successors, bore the
regal character, and thus partly obscured the Divine government, yet
it was not abolished (see 2 Chronicles 13:8). The throne on which
Solomon sat was called "The throne of the kingdom of the Lord" (1
Chron. 28:5).

Through Israel’s prophets God announced that there should
yet be a more glorious display of His government than had been
witnessed by their fathers of old, and promised that His dominion
would take a more spiritual form in the establishing of the Messianic
kingdom. This became the great theme of the later predictions of the
O.T., though the nature and character of what was to come was
necessarily depicted under the figures and forms of those material
things with which the people were familiar and by those objects of
Judaism which were most venerated by them. The setting up of the
spiritual and immoveable kingdom of Christ was the issue and goal
of all the prophets declared: see Luke 1:69, 70 and cf. Daniel 2:44.
"The Lord reigneth, He is clothed with majesty; the Lord is clothed
with strength, wherewith He hath girded Himself: the world (i.e. the
"world to come" of Hebrews 2:5, the new "world" brought in by
Christ) also is established, that it cannot be moved" (Ps. 93:1, which
is parallel with "we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved"
(Heb. 12:28).

But though it had been clearly revealed through the prophets
that the Lord Messiah would be a King and have a universal empire,
yet the bulk of Abraham’s natural descendants entertained a grossly
mistaken conception of the true design of Christ’s appearing and the
real nature of His kingdom, and this mistake produced a most
pernicious influence upon their tempers and conduct when the



gracious purpose of His advent was fulfilled. The sense which they
affixed to the Messianic prophecies was one that flattered their pride
and fostered their carnality. Being ignorant of their spiritual needs
and puffed up with a false persuasion of their peculiar interests in
Jehovah’s favor on the ground of their fleshly descent from
Abraham (John 8:39, 41), the lowly life and holy teaching and
claims of the Lord Jesus were bitterly opposed by them (John 8:48,
59; Luke 19:14).

Though God had made many announcements through
Israel’s prophets that the Messiah would occupy the regal office, yet
clear intimation was given that He would be very different from the
monarchs of earth (Isa. 53:2). Though the Messiah’s dominion and
reign had been described under material symbols, yet was it made
plain that His kingdom would not be "of this world." Through
Zechariah it was announced, "Behold, Thy King cometh unto thee:
He is just and having salvation: lowly, and riding upon an ass, and
upon a colt the foal of an ass" (Heb. 9:9). How different was that
from the imposing splendor assumed by earth’s sovereigns! what a
contrast was His ass from their magnificent chariots and state-
coaches! How plainly did the poverty and meanness of Christ’s regal
appearance intimate that His kingdom was not of a temporal kind!
The Maker of heaven and earth, the Lord of angels, disdained such
things as are highly esteemed among men.

The fatal mistake made by the Jews respecting the true
nature of the kingdom of the Messiah lay at the foundation of all the
opposition with which they treated Him, and of their own ultimate
ruin. How it behooves us, then, to prayerfully seek right views of
Christ’s kingdom, and to resist everything which tends to secularize
His holy dominion, lest by corrupting the Evangelical Economy we
dishonor the blessed Redeemer, and be finally punished as the
enemies of His government. As the main cause of the Jews’
infidelity was their erroneous notion of a temporal kingdom of the
Messiah, so the principal source of the corruption of Christianity has
been the attempt made by Rome and her daughters to turn the
spiritual kingdom of Christ into a temporal one, by uniting church
and state and seeking to extend it by earthly means.

In John’s Gospel (which gives the spiritual side of things
more than do the first three Gospels, being specially written to and
for believers), there is a most significant word after the account of



our Lord’s regal entry into Jerusalem on the back of an ass: "These
things understood not His disciples at the first: but when Jesus was
glorified, then remembered they that these things were written of
Him" (John 12:16). So prejudiced were the apostles by the erroneous
teaching of the Pharisees, that even they did not rightly apprehend
the nature of Christ’s kingdom till after His ascension. They, too,
were looking for a material kingdom, expecting it to appear in
external pomp and glory; and hence they were at a complete loss to
apprehend those scriptures which spoke of Christ’s kingdom as of a
mean and lowly appearance. Well did Matthew Henry say, "The
right understanding of the spiritual nature of Christ’s kingdom of its
powers, glories, and victories, would prevent our misinterpreting
and misapplying of the Scriptures that speak of it."

Alas, how blind men still are as to what constitutes the true
glory of Christ’s kingdom, namely, that it is a spiritual one,
advanced by spiritual means, for spiritual persons, and unto spiritual
ends. "To subdue hearts, not to conquer kingdoms; to bestow the
riches of His grace to poor and needy sinners, not, like Solomon, to
heap up gold and silver and precious stones; to save to the uttermost
all that come unto God by Him, not to spread ruin and desolation
over countless provinces (as did Ceasar, Charlemagne, Napoleon—
A.W.P.); to be surrounded with an army of martyrs, not an army of
soldiers; to hold a court where paupers, not princes, are freely
welcome" (J.C. Philpot). Only those favored with true spiritual
discernment will be able to perceive what the real honors and glories
of the Lamb consist of.

The Mediatorial King must of necessity have a kingdom:
even at His birth He was proclaimed as "Christ the Lord" (Luke
2:11), and the first inquiry made of Him was "where is He that is
born King of the Jews?" (Matthew 2:2). Christ’s Kingship and
kingdom follow from a twofold cause. First, His sovereignty as God
is essential to His Divine nature, being underived, absolute, eternal,
and unchanging. Second, His sovereignty as Mediator is derived,
being given to Him by the Father as the reward of His obedience and
sufferings. It has two distinct aspects: first, in its wider and more
general application it embraces all the universe; second, in its
narrower and more specific administration it is restricted to the
Church, the election of grace. In addition to these distinctions, it is
important to note Christ never affirmed that the setting up of His



kingdom on this earth was in any way dependent upon the attitude
of the Jews toward Him: no, the eternal purpose of God was never
left contingent upon the conduct of worms of the dust.

"When the Jews refused Jesus as the Messiah, He did not say
that the founding of the kingdom would be postponed until His
second coming, but He did say the kingdom should be taken from
them and given to the Gentiles!" (W. Masselink, "Why the Thousand
Years?"). "Jesus saith unto them, Did ye never read in the scriptures.
The Stone which the builders rejected, the same is become the Head
of the corner: this is the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our
eyes? Therefore say I unto you, The kingdom of God shall be taken
from you and given to a nation bringing forth the fruits thereof"
(Matthew 21:42, 43). Moreover, every passage in the epistles which
speak of Christ’s kingdom as a present reality, refutes the theory that
His kingdom has been postponed until His second advent: see
Colossians 1:13, Revelation 1:9—Christ’s kingdom existed in the
days of John, and he was in it! Christ is now "the Prince of the kings
of the earth" (Rev. 1:5). He has already been "crowned with glory
and honor" (Heb. 2:9).

In consequence of the entrance of sin, God has set up a
kingdom in antagonism to the kingdom of Satan. It is essentially
different from the kingdoms of the world, in its origin, nature, end,
method of development and continuance. It is essentially a kingdom
of righteousness, and its central principle is the loyalty of heart of its
subjects to the King Himself. It is not a democracy, but an absolute
monarchy. The special agency for the extension of it is the organized
churches of Christ with their regular ministry. By His providential
operations the Lord Jesus is working in every sphere and causing all
the historic movements of peoples and nations, civilized and
uncivilized, to further its interests and advance its growth; though at
the time of such movements this is hidden from carnal sense. Its
consummation shall be ushered in by the return of the King, when
His servants shall be rewarded and His enemies slain.

"There is but one kingdom or spiritual realm in which Christ
reigns forever, and which in the end shall be eternally glorious in the
perfect glory of her King; yet in Scripture there are three distinct
names used to set forth the excellencies and the blessedness of that
realm in various aspects, namely, the Kingdom, the Church, and the
City of God" (A. A. Hodge). Of the three terms the word "kingdom"



is the most flexible and has the widest range in its N.T. usage. It
designates, first, a sphere of rule, a realm over which the
government of Christ extends. It signifies, second, a reign or the
exercise of royal authority. It denotes, third, the benefits or blessings
which result from the benevolent exercise of Christ’s regal authority.
"For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink"—the reign of Christ
does not express itself in that kind of activity; "but righteousness and
peace and joy in the Holy Spirit" (Rom. 14:17)—these are the
characteristics of His realm.

That Christ’s kingdom is of an altogether different nature and
character from the kingdoms of this world is clear from His own
teaching: "But Jesus called them to Him, and saith unto them, Ye
know that they which are accounted to rule over the Gentiles
exercise lordship over them; and their great ones exercise authority
upon them. But so shall it not be among you: but whosoever will be
great among you, shall be your minister; and whosoever of you will
be the chiefest, shall be servant of all. For even the Son of Man
came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give His life a
ransom for many" (Mark 10:42-45). And again, "My kingdom is not
of this world" (John 18:36): observe He did not say "My kingdom is
not in this world," but "not of it." It is not a provincial thing, nor a
political institution; it is not regulated by territorial or material
considerations, nor is it governed by carnal policy; it is not made up
of unregenerate subjects, nor is it seeking mundane aggrandizement.
It is purely a spiritual regime, regulated by the Truth. This is seen
from the means He used at its first establishment, and His
appointments for its support and enlargement—not physical force,
but gracious overtures.

Some men who are fond of drawing innumerable distinctions
and contrasts under the guise of "rightly dividing the Word of
Truth," draw a sharp line between the kingdom of God and the
kingdom of Christ. But this is clearly confuted by "hath any
inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God" (Eph. 5:5), and
again "the kingdoms of this world are become the kingdoms of our
Lord and of His Christ" (Rev. 11:15 and cf. 12:10). Its spiritual
nature is plainly seen from Jehovah’s statement, "they have rejected
Me, that I should not reign over them" (1 Sam. 8:7): His throne and
scepter was an invisible one. In like manner when the Jews said of
Christ, "We will not have this Man to reign over us" (Luke 19:14),



they intimated that they were unwilling to surrender their hearts to
His moral sway. So too when Paul said, "But I will come to you
shortly, if the Lord will, and will know, not the speech of them
which are puffed up, but the power. For the kingdom of God is not
in word, but in power" (1 Cor. 4:19, 20) he obviously meant, "the
spiritual power thereof felt in your hearts."

The reign of Christ has a twofold application. First, He
sustains the relation of a gracious Sovereign to His redeemed
people, ruling them in love, maintaining their interests, supplying
their needs, restraining their foes; training them for His service now
and for the glory awaiting them in Heaven. Second, He is the moral
Governor over the world, for however unconscious they may be of
His operations, all men are controlled by Him and their schemings
and actions over-ruled for His own ends. Even earth’s potentates are
obliged to obey His secret will: "by Me kings reign, and princes
decree justice" (Prov. 8:15); "The king’s heart is in the hand of the
Lord, as the rivers of water: He turneth it whithersoever He will"
(Prov. 21:1). His government over the world, yea, over the entire
universe, is administered by a wisely adapted series of means,
appointed and directed by Him.

It is important to recognize this twofold scope of Christ’s
reign. To the Father He said, "As Thou has given Him power over
all flesh, that He should give eternal life to as many as Thou hast
given Him" (John 17:2). The kingdom of Christ as it is spiritual and
inward is peculiar to the elect, but His kingdom as it is judicial and
outward is universal. The two things are distinguished again in
Psalm 2: "Yet have I set My King upon My holy hill of Zion" (verse
6), and "Ask of Me, and I shall give Thee the heathen for Thine
inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for Thy possession"
(verse 8). Christ is not only "King of saints" (Rev. 15:3), but He is
also "King of nations" (Jer. 10:7). He reigns over all mankind, and
those who do not submit themselves to Him as Redeemer, shall yet
stand before Him as Judge. "Thou shalt break them with a rod of
iron; Thou shall dash them to pieces like a potter’s vessel" (Ps. 2:9):
this speaks of the judiciary acts of His power. Joseph in Egypt typed
out the same: the power of all the land was made over to him (Gen.
41:43), but his brethren had a special claim upon his affections.

Now this kingdom of Christ, considered in its spiritual and
inward aspect, believers are said to "receive," that is, they participate



in its privileges and blessings. As Christ’s kingdom is "not of the
world" but "heavenly" (2 Tim. 4:18), so its subjects are not of the
world but heavenly. From the Divine side, they enter by means of
the Spirit’s quickening, for "except a man be born again, he cannot
see the kingdom of God" (John 3:3). From the human side, they
enter when they throw down the weapons of their rebellion and take
Christ’s yoke upon them, for "except ye be converted, and become
as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven"
(Matthew 18:3). It was when we transferred our allegiance from
Satan to Christ that it could be said, "The Father hath delivered us
from the power of darkness, and hath translated us into the kingdom
of His dear Son" (Col. 1:13). They who have received the Gospel
into an honest and good heart have been admitted into and made
participants of the kingdom of Christ.

"Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be
moved." In seeking to define more closely the "we receiving," let us
remember the threefold meaning of the term "kingdom." First, it
signifies that we are admitted into that realm or sphere where Christ
is owned as Supreme. Second, it signifies that we have surrendered
to the reign or scepter of Christ, for Him to rule over our hearts and
lives. Third, it signifies that we now participate in the blessings of
Christ’s government. This word "receiving" also denotes that we
have this kingdom from Another: "walk worthy of God, who hath
called you unto His kingdom and glory" (1 Thess. 2:12); "hath not
God chosen the poor of this world, rich in faith, and heirs of the
kingdom?" (James 2:5); "Come ye blessed of My Father, inherit the
kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world"
(Matthew 25:34); all bring out this thought.

In affirming that this is a kingdom "which cannot be moved"
the apostle emphasized once more the great superiority of
Christianity over Judaism, and also showed wherein the kingdom of
Christ differs from all the kingdoms of earth, which are subject to
commotions and convulsions. This "kingdom which cannot be
moved" is but another name for "those things which cannot be
shaken" that "remain" of verse 27: it is the substance and reality of
what was typed out under the Mosaic economy. "We have received a
kingdom that shall never be moved, nor give way to any new
dispensation. The canon of Scripture is now perfected, the Spirit of
prophecy is ceased, the mystery of God is finished: He hath put His



last hand to it. The Gospel-church may be made more large, more
prosperous, more purified from contracted pollution, but it shall
never be altered for another dispensation; they who perish under the
Gospel, perish without remedy" (Matthew Henry).



Hebrews 12:28, 29
Chapter 105 - The Final Warning

"Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved,
let us have grace whereby we may serve God acceptably, with
reverence and godly fear. For our God is a consuming fire." A brief
analysis of these verses reveals the following weighty points. First,
the inestimable blessing which believers have been made the
recipients of: a kingdom which is eternal. Second, the obligation
devolving upon them: to serve God with true veneration and pious
devotedness. Third, the warning by which this is pointed: because
there can be no escape from the Divine wrath which overtakes
apostates. In his helpful commentary J. Brown pointed out that "to
receive an immoveable kingdom is but another mode of expressing
what is meant by ‘ye are come to mount Sion’ (verse 22). It is
another descriptive figurative mode of expressing that the privileges
and honors under the new covenant men obtain by the faith of the
truth as it is in Jesus." In support of this: "they that trust in the Lord
shall be as mount Zion: they shall never be moved" (Ps. 125:1).

Now there is a twofold "kingdom" which believers have
"received:" a kingdom of grace, which is set up in the heart of the
saint, where Christ reigns as supreme Sovereign, and a kingdom of
glory, prepared for us in Heaven, where we shall reign as kings with
Christ forever. John Owen insisted that the former only is here
intended, Ezekiel Hopkins threw the emphasis almost entirely upon
the latter; personally we believe that both are included, and shall
expound it accordingly, condensing the main points from each of
these writers.

Christians are already possessors of the kingdom of grace,
for Christ has established His dominion over them. Though He sits
personally upon the Throne of heaven, yet He rules in believers by
His spirit (who has received commission from Him), and also by His
Word energized in them by the Spirit. The interest of believers in
this kingdom i1s called their "receiving" it, because they have it by
gift or grant from their Father: Luke 12:32. First, they receive its



doctrine, truth, and law: they own its reality and submit to its
authority: Romans 6:17. Second, they receive it in the light, grace,
and spiritual benefits of it: they enjoy its privileges of righteousness,
peace, and joy: Romans 14:17. Third, they receive it in its dignities
and securities: they are kings and priests unto God (Rev. 1:6), and so
safe are they as to be "kept by the power of God through faith" (1
Pet. 1:5). Fourth, they receive it by a supernatural initiation into its
spiritual mysteries (1 Cor. 4:20), the glory of which is immediate
access to God and heart enjoyment of Him.

The privileges which Christians receive by their believing
the Gospel are inconceivably grand. They are in the kingdom, the
kingdom of God and Christ, a spiritual and heavenly kingdom;
enriched with inexhaustible treasures of spiritual and celestial
blessings. Christians are not to be measured by their outward
appearance or worldly circumstances, but rather by the interest they
have in that kingdom which it was their Father’s good pleasure to
give them. It is therefore their privilege and duty to conduct
themselves and behave as those who have received such wondrous
privileges and high dignities from God Himself: far should they be
from envying poor millionaires and the godless potentates of this
earth. Our portion is infinitely superior to the baubles of time and
sense. Though the world knows us not, unto God we are "the
excellent of the earth" (Ps. 16:3), the crown-jewels of His Son, those
whom angels serve or minister unto. O for grace to conduct
ourselves as the sons and daughters of the Almighty.

In what sense or senses has the believer "received" the
kingdom of glory? First, by the immutable Word of Promise. To the
believer the promise of God is as good security as the actual
possession. The poor worldling cannot understand this, and he
regards the confidence of the Christian as naught but fanaticism. But
the simple trusting soul already possesses the kingdom of glory
because God has infallibly assured him "in black and white" of the
possession of it. It is the immutable Word of Promise which gives
him the right and title to the inheritance, and therefore as it now
belongs to him by right and title, he may well call it his. When God
has promised anything, it is all the same to a believer whether He
saith it is done or it shall be done.

Second, the believer has "received" the kingdom of glory by
grace giving him the earnest and firstfruits of it. The comforts and



graces of the Spirit are referred to again and again under these
figures: appropriately so, for an "earnest" is a part (an instalment) of
what is agreed upon, and the "firstfruits" are a sample and pledge of
the coming harvest. Now grace and glory are one and the same in
essence, differing only in degree: grace is Heaven brought down into
the soul, glory is the soul conducted to Heaven. Grace is glory
commenced, glory is grace consummated. Probably one of the
meanings of "Light is sown for the righteous" (Ps. 97:11) is, the
"light" of everlasting life and bliss is now in the graces of
regenerated souls as in their seed, and they shall certainly bud and
blossom forth into perfect fruitage.

Third, the believer has "received" the kingdom of glory by
the realisation of Jaith. "Faith is the substance of things hoped for,
the evidence of things not seen" (Heb. 11:1). Here is a spiritual grace
which brings distant things near and gives to the future a present
reality. Faith brings into the soul what lies altogether outside the
reach of our natural senses. It is a supernatural faculty which is quite
beyond the ken of the natural man. Faith beholds what the eye
cannot see, it grasps that made without hands; it supplies
demonstration or proof of that which the infidel scoffs at.

Fourth, the believer has "received" the kingdom of glory by
the embraces of hope. In Scripture, the grace of "hope" is something
far better than a vague longing for something we do not yet possess:
it is a sure expectation, a definite assurance of what God has
promised. Hope supplies a present anticipation of the future
realization. Faith believes, hope enjoys those things which God has
prepared for them that love Him. Therefore hope is called the
"anchor of the soul... which entereth into that within the veil" (Heb.
6:19), for it lays hold on that glory which is there laid up for us.
Hope is the taster of our comforts, and excites the same delight and
complacency as the fruition itself will impart—the same in kind,
though not in degree.

The particular property of this kingdom which is here
emphasized by the Holy Spirit (in accordance with the thought of
the context) is, that it "cannot be moved"; therein does it differ from
all other kingdoms—here, as everywhere, does our blessed
Redeemer have the" pre-eminence." Owen pointed out that. "No
dominion ever so dreamed of eternity, as did the Roman Empire; but
it hath not only been shaken, but broken to pieces and scattered like



chaff before the wind: see Daniel 2:44; 7:14, 27"—so terribly so,
that today, the closest students of history are unable to agree as to its
actual boundaries. But nothing like that shall ever happen to the
Savior’s dominion: therefore do we read of "the everlasting kingdom
of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ" (2 Pet. 1:11). No internal
decays can ruin it; no external opposition shall overthrow it. Yet the
language of our verse goes even further than that: God Himself will
not remove it.

"That which is here peculiarly intended is, that it is not
obnoxious unto such a shaking and removal as the church-state was
under the old covenant; that is, God Himself would never make any
alteration in it, nor ever introduce another church-state or worship.
God hath put the last hand, the hand of His only Son, unto all
revelations and institutions. No addition shall be made unto what He
hath done, nor alteration in it: no other way of calling, sanctifying,
ruling, and saving of the church, shall ever be appointed or admitted;
for it is here called an immovable kingdom, in opposition unto that
church state of the Jews which God Himself first shook, and then
took away—for it was ordained only for a season" (John Owen).
Here again we perceive the superiority of Christianity over Judaism:
the one was mutable, the other immutable; the one was evanescent,
the other eternal; the one was founded by Moses, the other is
established by Him who is "the same yesterday, and today, and
forever."

The fact that Christ’s kingdom is an "everlasting" one (2 Pet.
1:11), that it shall "never be moved" (Heb. 12:28), and that "of His
kingdom there shall be no end" (Luke 1:33), has occasioned
difficulty to some, in the light of "then cometh the end, when He
shall have delivered up the kingdom to God, even the Father" (1
Cor. 15:24). But the difficulty is at once removed if we bear in mind
the distinctions pointed out in our last article. The sovereign
dominion which Christ has over all creatures as a Divine person, is
something of which He can never divest Himself. Likewise, that
dominion over His own people which belongs to Him as the
incarnate Son, is also eternal: He will remain forever the Head and
Husband of the Church; nor can He relinquish the Mediatorial
office. But that dominion to which He was exalted after His
resurrection, and which extends over all principalities and powers
(John 17:2, Matthew 28:18), will be relinquished when its design is



accomplished: this is clearly seen in the remaining words of 1
Corinthians 15:24, "When He shall have put down all rule and all
authority and power. For He must reign till He hath put all enemies
under His feet." Thus, the "kingdom" which Christ delivers up to the
Father is that rule of His over His enemies.

The immovability and eternality of Christ’s kingdom holds
good of it equally whether we consider it in its present grace aspect
or its future glory aspect, for we have received "a kingdom which
cannot be moved." The kingdom of grace is so Divinely fixed in the
heart of believers that all the efforts of sin and all the attacks of
Satan are unable to overthrow it: "the foundation of God standeth
sure" (2 Tim. 2:19); "being confident of this very thing, that He
which hath begun a good work in you will finish it" (Phil. 1:6). It is
absolutely impossible that one of Christ’s sheep should perish: in the
day to come He will exclaim, "Behold I and the children which God
hath given Me" (Heb. 2:13). If this be true of the kingdom of grace,
then much more so of the kingdom of glory, when sin shall be no
more and Satan shall never again tempt the redeemed.

Now from the glorious nature of this "kingdom" the apostle
proceeds to draw an inference or point a practical conclusion:
"Wherefore we receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved, let us
have grace whereby we may serve God acceptably." As J. Brown
pointed out, to "receive a kingdom" is to be invested with royalty, to
be made kings and priests unto God (Rev. 1:6). Since, then, royalty
is the most exalted form of human life, the most dignified honor
known upon earth, how it behooves us to seek from God that aid
which shall enable us to "walk worthy of the vocation wherewith we
are called." Once again we are reminded of the inseparable
connection between privilege and duty, and the greater the privilege
the stronger the obligation to express our gratitude in a suitable and
becoming manner: not merely in emotional ecstasies or fulsome
words, but by obedience and worship, that we may "serve God
acceptably with reverence and godly fear."

The commentators differ considerably as to what is denoted
by "let us have grace," yet it seems to us, its meaning is quite simple
and obvious. Its signification may be ascertained by three
considerations involved in what immediately follows. First, this
"grace" is essential unto the serving of God "acceptably" and, as we
shall see, this "service" has a principal reference to our worshipping



of Him. Second, this "grace" is the root from which proceeds
"reverence and godly fear," so that it must point to something more
than simple gratitude for what God has already done for us—which
is how many of the writers limit it. Third, this "grace" is imperative
if we are not to be consumed by Divine wrath—the "consuming
fire" of verse 29. We therefore understand this expression to mean,
let us persevere in the faith and duties of the Gospel, whereby we
are alone enabled to offer acceptable worship to God; let us
endeavor after an increase of Divine aid and succor; let us strive
after a continual exercise of the grace He has given us; let us seek to
bring our hearts more and more under its sanctifying power.

We believe the key to our present passage is found in Exodus
19:10, 11, 15. Under the old covenant the way and means in which
Israel was to make a solemn approach unto God in worship was
specifically defined: they were to reverently prepare themselves by
purification from uncleanness and separation from fleshly
indulgences. That was an outward adumbration of the spiritual
purity which God now requires from us both internally and
externally. Because God has revealed Himself in Christ in a far more
glorious manner to us than He manifested Himself before Israel at
Sinai, we ought to earnestly endeavor after a more eminent
preparation of heart and sanctification of our whole persons in all
our approaches to the Most High. There must be in us the spiritual
counterpart of what was shadowed out in them ceremonially. The
fear of God was wrought in Israel by the terrors of His law: though
our fear be of another kind, it ought to be none the less real and
effectual in us to its proper ends.

The great end in view is, that "we may serve God
acceptably." In this particular epistle the Greek word used here
signifies that service unto God which consists in His worship, in
prayer and praise, and the observance of all the institutions of
Divine worship. For example, "in which were offered both gifts and
sacrifices, that could not make him that did the service perfect, as
pertaining to the conscience" (Heb. 9:9); and again, "